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ABSTRACT
In this paper, Sweden is used as an example of how organised politics has
changed quite dramatically in the last couple of decades. The paper argues
that there are a number of points that has recently changed Swedish
organised politics in rather fundamental ways. These changes entail a
new actor constellation in Swedish politics and policy-making, decreased
visibility of political processes and the emergence of a strong feedback
loop between inequality, participation and public policies. What this
amounts to is a very different form of elite-driven policy-making than
the old corporatist structures. An amorphous and quite invisible but still
highly elite-driven process has emerged, in which inequality has
increased dramatically, and the impact of money on politics has become
stronger even in Sweden.
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This paper takes its cue from Hacker and Pierson’s observation in their widely acclaimedWinner-take-
all politics that politics is first and foremost organisation, or even ‘organised combat’ (Hacker and
Pierson 2010: 100–102). In order to understand the processes and outcomes of politics, they argue
that we should not focus our attention exclusively, or even mainly, on current or recent elections.
This is merely ‘politics as electoral spectacle’. We have to look at how politics is organised on a
long-term basis: by whom and with what resources? And we have to focus on policies: what the gov-
ernment actually does that will affect societal outcomes. Hacker and Pierson argue that a number of
changes in the organisation of politics and policy-making over the course of the last decades lie
behind the spectacular rise in inequality in the United States. They summarise their view of politics
as organised combat dramatically:

Once we see policy, rather than electoral victory, as the grand prize of political conflict, we see politics for what it
is: a contest with big and often enduring stakes – a contest more like that gladiators played in the Roman Col-
loseum than the one the Celtics and Lakers play in the Staples Center. And who are the contestants? Who are
the political gladiators? They are not, for the most part, atomized voters. The main competitors, the ones in
the ring from start to finish wielding their weapons and enduring each other’s blows, are organized groups.
(2010: 102)

In this paper, Sweden is used as an example of how politics as organised combat has changed quite
dramatically in the last quarter century. In contrast to Hacker and Pierson, I do not aim primarily to
explain changes in income distribution. Rather, I use their image of politics as organised combat as a
starting point in order to depict political-organisational changes in a substantively different polity and
society from the one they target. While I do offer some informed speculations as to how these
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changes are linked to changes in income distribution, my main focus is on the political-organisational
changes themselves, and their implications for the re-organisation of political power in Sweden.

Sweden is often used as an opposite to the United States among the rich capitalist countries, but it
has experienced a number of rather encompassing recent changes which have not received the
attention they deserve. Once widely seen as the paradigmatic case of organised capitalism, and
the more or less permanent stronghold for social democracy, Sweden has recently experienced
such far-ranging transformations of organised politics and policy-making that earlier characteris-
ations have to be questioned.

The depth of these changes seems to have been largely underestimated by both foreign and dom-
estic observers, perhaps because their attention has been almost exclusively focused on the party-
political and electoral arena. There, the Moderate (liberal-conservative) Party’s embracing of key
tenets of the Swedish model and the welfare state seemed to herald the final victory of an encom-
passing and redistributive welfare state (Steinmo 2010: ch. 2, Svallfors 2011, Lindbom 2016). In this
line of argument about Swedish political-economic continuity, the revamped Moderate Party is
now the main proponent of the long-standing Swedish ability to combine egalitarian and extensive
welfare policies with economic competitiveness (Steinmo 2012).

But as this paper aims to show, under the electoral surface broader and stronger political and
social currents have been in operation. These forces seem to lead the way towards a new political
power order in Sweden whose broad contours can be discerned but whose specific content has
yet to be decided. In the other Nordic countries – Denmark, Finland and Norway – extensive commis-
sions and research programs were set up in the 1990s–2000s in order to study fundamental issues of
political power (Østerud and Engelstad 2003, Togeby et al. 2003, Academy of Finland 2010). Nothing
comparable has been launched in Sweden since the last Commission on Power submitted its final
report in 1990 (Peterson et al. 1990).

Although a well-grounded general conclusion on the implications of the new political order for
political power in Sweden has to wait for a concerted research approach, I would like to offer a
few observations. They concern the changing actor constellation of Swedish politics and policy-
making, the decreasing visibility and increasing blurriness of politics, and the feedback loops
between inequality, participation, power resources, and public policies.

A new actor constellation

In order to understand how much the actor constellation has changed in Swedish politics, let us
swoop back to the late 1980s, ask who the key organised political actors were, and probe their
main characteristics. Sweden still had, of course, the strongest Social Democratic party in the
world, a party which could regularly command more than 40 per cent of the cast votes and had
rarely been outside government since the 1930s. Close to the party’s side since the late 1800s
stood a strong and centralised blue-collar workers’ trade union with the peak-level organisation
LO and its constituent member federations. More loosely joined with this axis of power was a host
of other organisations, organising pensioners, tenants, and other groups with a social democratic ten-
dency (Olofsson 1995).

The main white-collar trade union federation, TCO, could also be seen as part of this wage-
earner social democratic coalition. Although much more independent from the Social Democrats
than the LO, TCO still shared basic values and outlooks with the organised labour movement
(Nilsson 1985).

The key counterparts and opponents were found, first, in a loose coalition of right-of-centre
parties. These had rarely been able to form a united front, and their relative electoral fortunes had
varied from election to election. Their only brief stints at the helm of government had ended in col-
lapsed coalition governments. But the main force on the market-liberal right-hand side of politics and
power was not found among the political parties. That was instead a financially strong, highly cen-
tralised and increasingly combative employers’ federation. Swedish employers and in particular
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large-scale capital owners had always, it should be remembered, been an integral part of ‘the
Swedish model’ (Fulcher 1991). After a long period of accommodation with the Social Democrats
in power, the employers and their organisation had from the 1970s onward taken a more confronta-
tional stance against what they saw as the excessive and economically damaging redistribution and
tax levels, and far-ranging proposals to extend public ownership of capital through ‘wage-earner
funds’ (Boréus 1994).

The actor constellation at this point in time thus consisted largely of elected politicians, organis-
ational representatives, and public administrators. They were locked up in various corporatist struc-
tures and agreements, they were internally highly centralised, and they still almost monopolised the
available political actor space.

How far away is this from the current situation? To begin, formal corporatist arrangements have
been largely dismantled (Hermansson et al. 1999, Lindvall and Sebring 2005). Employers’ unilateral
withdrawal from all corporatist state agency boards in 1991 led to the exclusion of the trade
unions as well. Peak-level wage bargaining between the employers’ central federation and the
peak-level blue-collar union LO had already come to an end in the 1980s.

Political parties have become significantly weaker as arenas for the formation of politics and pol-
icies. This is most clearly evident in the substantial decline in the number of party members and their
decreasing similarity with average citizens (van Biezen et al. 2012). But it is also reflected in declining
party identification in the electorate and a decline in the long-term policy formation capacity of
parties (Lindvall and Rothstein 2006, Mair 2008). Party politics has become more reactive, responding
to policy alternatives and solutions that are often formulated in places and arenas other than the
parties themselves. Parties tend to become ‘empty vessels’, which organised groups can sometimes
succeed to fill with quite unexpected content.1

There are now eight parties in parliament instead of five, including a party of the radical Right, and
the Social Democrats are no longer the clearly dominant party. ‘Bloc politics’ has been strengthened,
where a united four-party right-of-centre coalition has stood against a more loosely coupled ‘red-
green’ alternative for the last three elections. At the same time, policy distances between parties
have declined, with the Social Democrats first marching slowly and steadily toward the middle,
and then, from the mid-2000s on, with the Moderate party taking a sharp turn toward the middle
as well (Lindbom 2016).

Among organised interests, blue-collar trade unions have been substantially weakened. This is
clear in terms of both policy influence and declining memberships. This decline is to some extent
reflective of increased unemployment and more precarious employment relations, and of structural
shifts in the labour market, with declining numbers of skilled and unskilled workers and rising
numbers of white-collar employees. But it is also a policy effect: differentiated and increased contri-
butions to unemployment insurance after 2006 have led many younger workers to leave or never
enter the union. Although the unemployment insurance is formally decoupled from union member-
ship, the unemployment insurance funds have been administered by the unions and have functioned
as a recruiting device. By making membership much more expensive, the previous government wea-
kened the blue-collar unions (incidentally, at the same time as they praised unions for being an inte-
gral part of the positive-sum Swedish model of growth and redistribution). Important groups on the
labour market, including substantial numbers of workers within the service sector, are not unionised
at all.

This decline in the power of the blue-collar unions has not been experienced by the white-collar
unions. They have grown stronger in recent years, as have the unions that mainly organise academi-
cally educated groups (Kjellberg 2011a, 2011b). So, the balance of influence between blue-collar
unions and white-collar unions has shifted substantially. This is important, since the white-collar
unions have a much more blurred interest when it comes to issues of inequality and redistribution
than the blue-collar unions have. While many of their members have high incomes and secure
jobs and may be less attracted by egalitarian policies and reforms, other members may have a
less privileged employment situation and thus find themselves in a situation similar to the workers.

NEW POLITICAL ECONOMY 507



New expert bodies have become key players in matters of economic policy and steering. There is
now an independent central bank, an independent fiscal policy council, and an independent govern-
ment audit office. Their increased independence has altered the scope of democratic politics and
policy-making, making it more circumscribed, and has entailed moving key decisions to unelected
bodies with little transparency. Such political self-binding is evident also in other respects. The
pension system includes an automated ‘break’ governed by an algorithm, and state budgeting oper-
ates under a set of fiscal policy rules that are oriented toward medium- and long-term goals (Lund-
berg 2003, 2009, Lewin and Lindvall 2016).

In addition, we have several new organised participants in the political power game. One such key
change is the rise of a social category that could be called ‘policy professionals’ (cf. Heclo 1978). They
are people who are employed in order to affect politics and policies rather than elected to office, but
who are also not civil servants, since their job is to promote distinct values and groups. They are
found both inside and outside parliament and party politics. They include groups such as political
advisors, political secretaries, trade union and business association experts, lobbyists, think-tank
employees, etc. Their numbers have expanded dramatically over the last couple of decades, and
we can suspect that their influence has grown proportionally. But until recently, very little was
known about their backgrounds, their prospects, their role in the policy process or their main motiv-
ations. We now know that there are some 2000–2500 of them, and that they are concentrated in
Stockholm, most often have a university degree, and typically do not want to become elected poli-
ticians but prefer to act in a different capacity in order to affect politics and policy-making (Garsten
et al. 2015: ch. 2). Furthermore, it is clear that public relations agencies, which played virtually no role
in Swedish politics prior to the mid-1990s, are now key players in the political landscape. They act
behind the scenes as political capital exchanges, where skills acquired in political life may be
exchanged for monetary rewards in the form of high salaries or dividends. They also act as resource
bases and facilitators for clients who can afford their fees and benefit from their political skills and
information (Tyllström 2013, Garsten et al. 2015: ch. 4).

Although it is currently hard to say anything conclusive about the general influence of the very
heterogeneous group of policy professionals, it is clear that their appearance and growth have
changed the way politics and policy-making is conducted. In terms of political power, the work of
policy professionals fuses knowledge and power and includes the mobilisation of networks and
other social and cognitive resources. The key resource policy professionals bring to bear on politics
and policy-making is context-dependent politically useful knowledge, in three main forms (Svallfors
2016a). Problem formulation involves highlighting and framing social problems and their possible sol-
utions, using research and other relevant knowledge. Process expertise consists of ‘knowing the game’
and understanding the ‘where, how and why’ of the political and policy-making processes. Infor-
mation access is the skill to find very fast and reliable relevant information. The application of
these three forms of knowledge both benefits from and adds to the increasing complexity of politics
and policy-making, and forms the basis for this resourceful category of political agents.

The partial privatisation of Swedish social service provision has also created a new set of well-
resourced political actors. While virtually all education, health care, care for children and the
elderly, and welfare service provision is still publicly funded in Sweden, the actual delivery of these
services has changed quite dramatically since the 1990s (Blomqvist 2004, Bergh and Erlingsson
2009, Gingrich 2011). By now, a substantial proportion of such care and services (around 20 per
cent, with small variations across domains, but large ones across local authorities) are provided by
non-public actors (Hartman et al. 2011, Jordahl 2013). In the early phases of private sector growth
in these areas a substantial share of the non-public service delivery came from cooperatives and
other non-profit actors. Nowadays most of it comes from for-profit companies, in most cases large
shareholding or private equity companies.

In matters related to welfare policies, large private companies have thus achieved a direct role and
stake in the organisation of care and education. This means that the debate and practice in such
matters is directly influenced by fundamentally capitalist enterprises such as the major business
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association of service sector companies (Almega) and the most important privately owned group of
companies in Sweden, the Wallenberg sphere, and its main holding company, Investor. It is clear that
this emergence of what the newspaper editor Fredrik Jansson has dubbed ‘the welfare-industrial
complex’ has led to the establishment of a formidable power bloc in Swedish politics. Both their indi-
vidual financial resources and their organisation in a major business association have given these
welfare-industrial companies a strong voice and a large say in how the welfare state is financed
and organised (Blomqvist 2004: 152). This has certainly tilted the balance between economic and pol-
itical power, since private service providers used to be virtually non-existent in Sweden and large-
scale capital had no direct stake in how the organisation of welfare policies was set up and
maintained.2

A circumstantial but still quite significant indication of this is that 2013 was the first year ever that
Investor and the Wallenberg family was represented at ‘Almedalen Week’, the annual gathering of
politicians, policy-makers and the media, held on the island of Gotland in the first week of July.
The Wallenberg family members usually prefer to keep a low public profile. Their sudden appearance
to make their voice publicly heard at Almedalen Week was presumably an effect of their entrance into
the for-profit welfare service provision market described above and hence of their increased direct
interest in the organisation of public policies. That this was more than just a sudden whim to partici-
pate in the public debate is corroborated by recent revelations of sustained attempts by Investor (and
large private equity companies with a stake in the welfare sector) to affect the position of the peak
blue-collar union LO regarding profits in the welfare sector (http://arbetet.se/2014/02/21/
riskkapitalet-sokte-stod-fran-lo/).

The remarkable cautiousness of the Social Democratic party in addressing emerging problems of
profit-seeking companies’ activities in the care and education sectors is testimony to their fear of con-
fronting this strong set of political actors. In spite of the fact that a large majority of the Swedish
population tends to be sceptical about for-profit activities in publicly funded care and services
(Nilsson 2013), the Social Democrats have been extremely cautious in suggesting limitations on
profit taking and other regulations of the sector.

In summary, the partial replacement of the old political actors with new ones has constituted a
shift away from democratically governed organisations to ones marked more by professionals
specialised in politics and by dependence on monetary resources. It is still important to keep in
mind that several of the new participants in the policy-and-politics game are in fact spawned from
the old actors, in particular from the strong business associations. Some of the think-tanks maintain
such strong organisational and financial links to major interest organisations that their independence
is largely window dressing. Furthermore, the rapid growth of the PR industry took off because of the
extreme influx of money from business associations and large corporations during the successful
campaign for Swedish EU membership in 1994 (Tyllström 2013, Garsten et al. 2015: ch. 7). The
increased complexity of the actor constellation thus amounts to a ‘pseudo-pluralism’ in which
business interests loom large, which is a situation with some basic similarities to the one described
by Hacker and Pierson.

Invisible politics

The shift in the actor constellation has been accompanied by a decreasing visibility of political pro-
cesses. This is most clearly the case in the ‘throughput’ dimension that Schmidt (2013) sees as an
important addition to the traditional distinction between ‘input’ and ‘output’ phases of politics
and policy-making. The term ‘throughput’ refers to the various governance processes through
which democratic input is transmitted into policy output. The throughput stage concerns matters
such as power relations between different government agencies, collaboration and conflict
between public and non-public actors in the formation of policies, and the internal power struggles
of political parties, government offices, and implementing agencies. Power at this stage is about
transforming political suggestions into actual policy content.
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Several developments contribute to decreasing visibility at this stage of the political process. The
subterranean politics conducted by policy professionals is one case in point. Their work as advisors,
media story spinners, and producers and disseminators of political ideas is quite invisible to the larger
public (and even to most of those teaching political science!). These professionals thrive on complex-
ity, since their main resource is detailed knowledge about how the political system works and how it
can be put to use for the interests they represent. To know the nooks and crannies of politics and
policy-making, which are most often invisible to the larger public, is a fundamental aspect of the
work as a policy professional. This is also the most important skill that the PR agencies buy when
they employ ex-politicians and ex-political advisors. Knowing people is important, but not as impor-
tant as knowing the processes (Svallfors 2016a, 2016b).

While policy professionals shun the limelight of personal media attention for themselves, they
require the mass media as their main arena for affecting politics and policies (Garsten et al. 2015:
ch. 4). In a game where almost constant media attention has become a condition for political survival,
the packaging and media dissemination of policies and politics that many policy professionals
conduct become vital considerations (Esser 2013). There is thus an almost paradoxical co-existence
between a front-stage of constant media presence of key politicians and a back-stage of carefully
crafted messages that are not often delivered by the actors who actually produced them. Hence,
the rise of the policy professionals and the mediatisation of politics are symbiotically related. Further-
more, as shown by several recent ‘affairs’ in Swedish politics, responsibilities and accountability,
especially as they relate to elected politicians, become blurred (Garsten et al. 2015: ch. 6).3

Another factor in the decreasing visibility of politics is found in the complexities and intricacies of
multi-level politics. The growing impact of international agreements is most evident in Sweden’s role
as a member of the European Union. Sweden has delegated and pooled significant powers to the EU,
and is required to comply with its quasi-federal legal system. The EU policy-making processes are very
arcane and complex, giving skilled insiders an enormous advantage in affecting decisions and out-
comes (Mahoney 2008, Georgakakis and Rowell 2013). This insider advantage also raises the interest
of lobbying firms and interest organisations in having a presence in the EU arena and in other multi-
lateral settings, in order to affect policy decisions before they are then re-imported as laws or rec-
ommendations (Mahoney 2008, Naurin 2008, Klüver 2013).

At the same time, the pressure on member states to deregulate, liberalise and open their national
welfare systems to other European citizens has been most challenging for the more regulated social
market economies (Scharpf 2010, Höpner and Schäfer 2012). In this regard, the rise of multi-level poli-
tics has created excellent opportunities for domestic political actors bent on pursuing a ‘politics of
blame avoidance’ (Weaver 1986, Svallfors 2000: ch. 5). By ‘blaming Europe’ politicians have some-
times managed to avoid taking the blame for unpopular decisions and directives (but in the
process partially delegitimised European politics and policies) (Kumlin 2009). In the mind of the
citizen, such exercises in ‘blame avoidance’ can only add to the confusion about who is really to
praise or blame for various political developments.

A further key aspect of European integration that also affects political visibility is its tendency to
judicialise politics. Judicialisation clearly makes politics less accessible. This is sometimes referred
to as ‘the mask of law’, that is, the cloaking of political issues in a legal discourse which is inaccessible
to laypeople or even to anyone who is not a lawyer (Burley and Mattli 1993). Even trained social and
political scientists find the legal discourse hard to penetrate, not to mention groups such as trade
union activists and politicians. In a country like Sweden, with such a weak tradition of judicial invol-
vement in politics, such an increased opacity due to the judicialising of politics is likely to be particu-
larly significant. In contrast to some other social market economies, such as Austria and Germany, the
Swedish democratic tradition does not include judicial review or a strong role for the courts in the
political sphere. Swedish political actors are therefore unaccustomed to having to deal with courts
and to engaging in advocacy through legal means.4

An illustrative example of the problems the Swedish approach to labour market relations encoun-
ters in the judicialised context of European integration is found in the so-called Laval case, which

510 S. SVALLFORS



involved an industrial conflict in 2004–5 between the Latvian building company Laval un Partneri and
the Swedish construction workers’ union (Zahn 2008, Davesne 2009, Thörnqvist and Woolfson 2011).
Without going into any detail about this complicated case, the interpretation of which is still open, it
clearly involves a fundamental legal clash between the Swedish system of negotiated collective
agreements and the requirements of European case law. Furthermore, with the benefit of hindsight
it seems obvious that the Swedish unions made a few legally strategic errors in defending their case,
which may have caused the largely negative outcome they eventually experienced in the European
Court of Justice (ECJ). The case was subsequently transferred to the national courts, which awarded
the building company substantial damages, but where several years later there is still dispute about
the exact implications of the ECJ decision for this and other similar cases. One of the fallouts of the
case was a government-appointed public commission on how to navigate the new legal landscape,
and eventually a revision of the Swedish labour market laws (‘Lex Laval’). The substantive content
aside, it is obvious that once the conflict was transferred from the field of industrial relations to
the ECJ it became extremely complicated to follow the case and understand what was really at
stake. Furthermore, Swedish unions suddenly had to fight their case at an arena they were unaccus-
tomed to and which they perhaps not quite understood.

Feedback loops between participation, public policies and rising inequality

How are the changes in organised politics entangled in the rise of income inequality in Sweden? Here,
the picture is still blurred, but I would like to propose the existence of a strong feedback loop in which
rising income and wealth inequality results in widening disparities in political participation and pol-
itical resources, which in turn paves the way for policy changes and non-changes that will affect the
income distribution.

Sweden has experienced a sharp increase in income inequality in recent decades (OECD 2011,
Björklund and Jäntti 2013). After a long period of wage compression, redistributive welfare state
expansion, and stagnant stock markets, Swedish inequality was at its lowest in the early 1980s.
Since then, there has been a continuous increase in income inequality, stemming from different
sources in different time periods. On the whole, although wage dispersion has risen substantially
(Korpi and Tåhlin 2011), this has been partly offset by changes in working hours at the household
level, which means that earnings are somewhat but not dramatically more dispersed now than 30
years ago (Björklund and Jäntti 2011: ch. 2).

Instead, the main source of increased income inequality from the early 1990s onward has been
increases in the amount and dispersion of capital incomes, in particular capital gains (Björklund
and Jäntti 2011: ch. 2, Roine and Waldenström 2012). Such changes have affected most Swedes
little, but have had a substantial effect in the highest percentile of the income distribution (Roine
and Waldenström 2012: 577). This has given the Swedish rise in inequality the same remarkably lop-
sided shape as its counterpart in the United States, although in a less extreme format. The income
share of the top 1 per cent in the income distribution grew from 4.3 per cent in 1982 to 9.4 per
cent in 2007, the last year before the financial crisis (Roine and Waldenström 2012: Table A2). This
put Sweden roughly on a par with the US in the early 1980s, where the income share of the top 1
per cent had grown by 2007 to more than 23 per cent (Roine and Waldenström 2012: Table A1).

Although some of these changes in the income distribution have little to do with the direct impact
of public policies,5 many of them clearly do. In discussing the policy impact on changes in income
distribution, we must not focus solely on the taxes-and-social-spending package; that is certainly
important, but not the only thing that matters. As Hacker and Pierson point out, we need to take
a broad perspective and include all kinds of laws, rules and regulations that also affect the pre-fisc
market distribution of incomes (i.e. before taxes and transfers). And here recent developments in
Sweden are illustrative.

The most obvious policy effect on the distribution of incomes was the last government’s tax cuts
for people in employment (through a variant of Earned Income Tax Credits) combined with cutbacks

NEW POLITICAL ECONOMY 511



in unemployment and health insurance benefits. These reforms were implemented in several steps
from 2007 to 2013. The tax cuts were intended to decrease unemployment and increase the labour
supply by changing the incentives for the un- or non-employed to take up employment – or at least
they were sold on that premise. But in the austere context since 2008, no substantial employment
effects have been discernible. This makes the net effect of the reforms a simple redistribution
from people with low incomes from the social insurance system to people with wages and salaries,
with the most substantial absolute tax cuts going to people in fairly high income brackets. Add this to
the abolishment of the inheritance tax (2005), the wealth tax (2007) and the taxes on residential prop-
erty (2008), and the result is a clearly less redistributive approach to taxation and spending.

But these policy changes have only affected the income distribution very recently and have not
been focused on the main source of increased income inequality: capital incomes. Here, what has
been crucial instead is a series of liberalising reforms that were implemented from the 1980s
onward: the deregulation of the credit market (in 1985), the abolishment of the final remnants of cur-
rency exchange regulations (in 1989), the lowering of taxation on capital incomes (in 1991)6 and
changes in the so-called 3:12 rules (in 2006) to allow owners of small companies to shift a larger
share of dividends from labour income to capital income, thereby substantially lowering their
taxes.7 None of these reforms had any discernible effects on regular earners or salaried employees,
nor were they widely understood when they were implemented.8 But they affected the very top
income brackets substantially, both by creating conditions for a sustained stock and exchange
market boom and by lowering taxes on capital gains and dividends (Roine and Waldenström 2012).

These reforms are largely examples of under-the-radar politics, where small but highly organised
and skilled groups have been able to push for reforms that are of great importance for themselves,
but barely visible even for large organisations such as the trade unions, and completely invisible and
unintelligible for the average voter. For example, it took very long – well into the first decade of the
2000s – for the blue-collar union LO to develop organisational capacities to deal with financial
markets. Even today, only a handful among LO’s staff concerns themselves with capital markets
and capital taxation, while the union employs or retains scores of policy professionals who are
experts on labour markets or the social insurance system. For a long time, financial markets were
simply not defined as core trade union issues, at least not beyond the placement of their own funds.

In association with the rise in inequality, there has been a decline in electoral participation and
wider disparities between high- and low-income earners. In the 1982 election, when inequality
was at its lowest, voter turnout was at an amazing 92 per cent. In the top income decile, almost
95 per cent of eligible citizens cast their vote. But even in the lowest decile, more than 90 per
cent turned out to vote, making the percentage point difference between the highest and the
lowest decile a mere 4 per cent. In the election of 2010, participation of the top decile was still 95
per cent, and had varied little across different elections. But in the lowest decile, the participation
rate was now less than 69 per cent, increasing the percentage point difference to 27. The turnout
in the lowest decile had more or less decreased continually since 1982, with a particularly sharp
drop between the 1994 and 1998 elections (Oscarsson and Holmberg 2013: Tab. 3.2).9

The reasons behind the drop in participation among low-income earners are complex, and include
declining party identities, increased migration and other factors. It should be noted, though, that very
little of the increasing disparities in participation can be explained by the increased proportion of
immigrants among the voters. Even if only native Swedes are included, the gap in electoral partici-
pation between the highest and the lowest income group is 26 percentage points in 2010 (Hedberg
2014). A substantial part of the rapidly widening disparities in participation between income groups
should rather be linked to feelings of abandonment and loss among those with the fewest resources
rather than to migration per se (Oskarson 2007, Schäfer and Streeck 2012).

At the other end of the resource distribution, new opportunities for affecting politics and policy-
making have opened up. Of course, being more easily mobilised and mobile, capital has always
enjoyed a structural and indirect political advantage over labour, and this advantage has steadily
increased (Culpepper 2011, Streeck 2014). But now money can have a very direct impact – new
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opportunities are opening up for those who can simply buy the best possible political advice and
services from policy professionals (such as PR consultants) whose considerable skills are for sale in
the market. While the services of the PR agencies, and the skills of policy professionals more
broadly, are clearly available to anyone who can afford them, their proliferation clearly further
emphasises the importance of financial resources for affecting political outcomes.10

In summary, Sweden seems to be yet another case of rising income and wealth inequality result-
ing in widening disparities in political participation and political resources (cf. Mettler and Soss 2004,
Jacobs and Skocpol 2005). The poorest segments of the population tend to drop out of politics at the
same time as more affluent groups not only maintain their traditional high levels of voting, but find
new ways and arenas in which to influence politics. This, in turn, affects which policies are pursued –
or not – in order to affect distribution and redistribution.

But since these developments largely mirror the trajectories of many other rich countries, we still
find that Sweden is relatively egalitarian compared to other countries (Gornick and Jäntti 2013). And
electoral participation is still at a level which the United States could only dream of. That may be a
reason why the links between political participation and resources, actual political decisions and
policy changes, and resulting changes in income distribution have still not received the attention
they deserve.

Conclusion

What all these developments in Sweden amount to is a form of elite-driven politics and policy-making
that is very different from the old corporatist structures. It is important, of course, not to draw a
romanticised picture of how democratic corporatist Sweden really was. Swedish politics, it should
be remembered, has always been a highly expert-driven and top-down form of politics (Steinmo
2003, 2012). Populism from the Left or the Right was always quite weak, and highly centralised organ-
isations and political parties run from the top down were the main protagonists in the whole post-war
social democratic era. But this form of elite-driven politics and policy-making was slightly different
from what has now emerged because it was more clear-cut, more visible and somewhat more
accountable.

While many other advanced democratic capitalist societies are experiencing similar changes, there
is reason to believe that the impact has been more dramatic in Sweden than elsewhere. This is largely
because the starting point in Sweden was different from that in many other rich countries: a larger
welfare state, a stronger social democracy, less judiciary review, stronger organisations, more devel-
oped corporatist institutions and more publicly regulated mass media. But, interestingly, Swedish
developments in these arenas have been faster and more encompassing than in other comparable
countries. For example, the fast growth of for-profit welfare service providers has no counterpart in
other coordinated market economies. Also, the recent rise in income inequality has been faster in
Sweden than in the other Nordic and Northwest European countries (OECD 2011).

Current trends are sometimes described as increased ‘pluralism’, precisely because of the decline
of the oligopolistic organisational structure and of peak-level agreements within and outside the
state, and because of the appearance of many new political actors (e.g. Bäck and Möller 2003:
196–204). But as this paper has clearly demonstrated, such a characterisation is quite misleading.
Instead, an amorphous but still highly elite-driven process has emerged in which financial resources
have become even more important.

In this paper, I have discussed some of the implications of this new political power order, such as
the changing actor constellation in politics, the decreased visibility of politics and the feedback loops
between inequality, participation, power resources and public policies. To a large extent, this has
been a tale of ‘what happens in democracies when the people are not watching’ (Culpepper 2011:
xv), outlining some aspects of a new very opaque, judicialised, mediatised political power order,
and presenting some of the key actors in it. I have shown that a major effect of this new power
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order is sharply increased inequality: in incomes, in participation, and in opportunities to affect pol-
itical decisions and outcomes.

As these many developments show, an amorphous and opaque political power order is now emer-
ging from the ruins of the old corporatist social democratic edifice. But it is not an order that is void of
highly organised actors. In fact, it is one in which the relations between economic and political power
have been restructured in a way consistent with the winner-take-all politics perspective.

The perspective of ‘politics as organised combat’ that I have employed in this paper may strike
some readers as odd to apply to Swedish politics and society. Observers of the ‘Swedish model’
have been more prone to emphasise the collaborative, expert-driven and rational aspects of
Swedish politics and policy-making, and largely see them as an example of ‘governing as an engin-
eering problem’ (Steinmo 2012). What I want to suggest, however, is that this may have been a bit of
an exaggeration even in the heyday of organised class collaboration (Korpi 1978), and that it has
become an increasingly less apt portrayal since we have moved into the shadowy landscape of
post-corporatism.

This does not, of course, mean that there has ever been any ‘grand plan’ or murky deal directly
aimed at increasing income and political inequality in Sweden. The rise in inequality is the cumulative
result of many self-interested actors’ independent decisions, as they try to pursue their interests with
the understanding and means at their disposal. Some could even argue that market deregulation has
been an unavoidable adjustment to global conditions more than the effect of political action. Some
of the policy changes – such as the deregulation of the currency exchanges – may to some extent
have been necessary adjustments to changing global conditions. But the exact form and timing of
such reforms were hardly dictated by outside forces, and several of the changes in taxation (such
as the abolishment of residential property taxation or changes in the ‘3:12 rules’) clearly had little
to do with international competition. In many cases, what we see seems rather to be effects of suc-
cessful lobbying on behalf of those with a direct stake in such reforms. And, no matter what the
intent, the overall result has been increasing and self-reinforcing disparities in people’s means to
affect political and social outcomes.

At this point, it is important for me to stress that I am not arguing that Sweden is simply the United
States writ small, or that Sweden is strictly following in America’s footsteps.11 Several glaring differ-
ences stand out: (a) middle-income earners have experienced substantial real income growth since
the mid-1990s, while their American counterparts have seen virtually no income growth at all (Korpi
and Tåhlin 2011); (b) the relative power resources of organised actors are still substantially different in
the two countries, and the extremely one-sided employer-led assault on wages and working con-
ditions in the lower end of the labour market has been much more muted in Sweden. In combination,
the distributive results for Sweden are more in line with a ‘winner-take-most’ rather than ‘winner-
take-all’ perspective. Nevertheless, what seems most striking, at least from my perspective, is how
rapidly distributive results and the workings of organised politics have changed in what used to
be an extremely stable political-organisational set-up dominated by social democratic thinking.

What lies ahead? Since the more detailed features of political power in post-corporatist Sweden
are still largely unexplored, any predictions must be restricted to the immediate future and even
more schematic and preliminary than the rest of the paper. The September 2014 election brought
the Social Democrats back to power in a minority coalition government with the Green Party. This
may raise expectations that policies will be implemented that will slowly start to turn the tide of
rising inequality. I think such expectations are largely unfounded. The hands of the incoming govern-
ment will be tied, partly by self-binding commitments and partly by changes in the institutional
landscape.

The scope and means for affecting distributive outcomes have become highly restrained by the
shifting of policy responsibilities from elected politics to unelected expert bodies (such as the
board of the Bank of Sweden) with little interest in distributive outcomes, and by the introduction
of automated policy response mechanisms.12 With the whole domestic and European economic
policy framework geared towards cutting debt and maintaining low inflation rather than generating
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employment, it seems unlikely that a new government would be able to shift policies in more than a
marginal way. What little remains of independent political decision-making has been further circum-
scribed by the Social Democrats themselves, who have pledged to keep in place most of the tax cuts
implemented by the previous government, and who remain firmly committed to further reductions
in public debt rather than expansionary economic policies (Haffert and Mehrtens 2013). The room for
any potentially inequality-reducing policy measures is therefore small indeed, especially in light of
the high-powered inequality-generating changes in market outcomes.

In the long run, this raises serious concerns about the democratic sustainability of current trends
(cf. Crouch 2004, Streeck 2014). If groups who have been disfavoured by the play of market forces
experience that no real policy change ever follows from changes at the helm of government –
that regardless of who is in power similar policies result – then they may be excused for starting
to doubt that electoral democracy is such a wonderful European idea after all. The results – even
in Sweden – are clear to see: declining participation among the least well off, increasing voting for
the racist radical right-wing, rising social unrest.13 In combination with increased opportunities for
financially strong actors to have a direct policy impact outside and beyond the electoral arena,
this spells trouble for democracy as we have come to understand it.

But the potentially post-democratic tendencies in Europe clearly need further examination before
these (possibly alarmist), conclusions can be corroborated or not. How changes in the processes in
politics and policy formation are linked to policies or non-policies that affect income distribution is
still largely unexplored on European ground. European polities are quite different from the United
States, but as this paper has aimed to show, several of the points raised in Winner-take-all Politics
are extremely relevant in the European context, and even in what is perhaps a least-likely case
such as Sweden.

Notes

1. Perhaps the most striking example is the complete makeover of the Center Party, once the party of the farmers
and the rural countryside, which has been transformed into the most market-liberal party in Sweden, espousing
for example further labor market deregulation, free immigration and a relaxed attitude towards soft drugs and
unconventional family arrangements. This transformation was to a large extent guided by politicians and
other political actors strongly connected to market-liberal think-tanks such as Timbro (Bengtsson 2013, Nycander
2013). The attempt has not been electorally successful, since the party managed to alienate their previous, socially
quite conservative voter base without gaining a real foothold in the more urban and liberal circle of voters (Uvell
2013). For some time, it even seemed possible that the party would fall under the 4 percent threshold needed to
enter parliament in the 2014 election, and thus lose its entire parliamentary representation. Even though the party
managed to escape that fate, the recent saga of the Center party is still a bad case of the parasite almost killing the
host, and an interesting case of how a party may become so ideationally weak that it can be ‘hijacked’ by outside
forces.

2. Of course, Swedish capital, as capital anywhere, always had an indirect interest in the welfare state, since (payroll)
taxes and other direct and indirect costs for companies had to be low enough for companies to remain interna-
tionally competitive. But this was a different kind of interest compared to the present direct involvement in the
provision of welfare services.

3. Two striking examples are the ethically charged ‘weapons to Saudi Arabia’ affair in 2005, and the state-owned
company Vattenfall’s catastrophic acquisition of the Dutch energy company Nuon in 2009, which turned into a
loss for Swedish tax payers to the tune of 30 billion SEK (Garsten et al. 2015: ch. 6). In both cases, non-elected
political advisors in the Government Offices were the ones who pursued the deals in collaboration with
private business and consultants. When things turned sour the political responsibility still stranded on the
elected politicians’ desks, and few voters would be able to make sense of what actually happened and who
were the main offenders.

4. I owe this observation to my colleague Daniel Naurin.
5. Such basically non-political factors include skill-biased technological change (Korpi and Tåhlin 2011), and the

market-amplifying effects of internet connectivity.
6. The big tax reform of 1991 introduced a dual income tax system in which capital incomes were taxed proportion-

ally while labor income taxes were still progressive. In higher income brackets, this created a substantial incentive
for income shifting from labor to capital incomes, in spite of the fact that marginal taxes on labor incomes were
also lowered substantially.
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7. For an exposé of the process behind the de-regulation of credit markets, see Svensson (1996). For a description of
changes in the 3:12 rules and their quite problematic effects in terms of unproductive income shifting and tax
planning, see Alstadsæter and Jacob (2012). After the publication of Alstadsæter and Jacob’s report, the govern-
ment first proposed far-reaching limitations on the possibilities for shifting incomes under the 3:12 rules, but then
retracted most of them (presumably after successful lobbying on behalf of affected companies and individuals).

8. A telling example is found in the 2006 changes in the ‘3:12 rules,’ which in retrospect are even hard for a fairly
sophisticated observer to make sense of. They only affected a small number of people, but gave those few indi-
viduals large financial advantages (Alstadsæter and Jacob 2012).

9. The increasing disparities in electoral participation are curiously understated in the latest report from the Swedish
election study (Oscarsson and Holmberg 2013: ch. 3). This is perhaps an indication of how we have entered a new
‘normal state of affairs,’ where conditions that would have been considered scandalous thirty years ago now elicit
no more than an indifferent shrug.

10. Sweden is among the very few European countries without any legal regulation of financial contributions to pol-
itical parties. Political parties in parliament do not even have to disclose who their main funders are. Furthermore,
there is no regulation of the revolving door between politics, business, and lobbying firms. Leading politicians and
other policy-makers can go straight from having key responsibilities for policy areas to lobbying the next day in
the very same policy areas. And the PR agencies do not generally disclose who their corporate clients are. Such
problems, virtually bordering on outright corruption, have been extensively discussed in Sweden in recent years.
However, legislation has been slow in the making, partly because of the entrenched resistance of the Moderate
party against disclosure rules (which they claim would be a threat to free speech and the secret ballot).

11. Nor is this paper an attempt to argue that ‘Sweden is a worse society than it used to be.’ Sweden in 2016 is much
richer but much more unequal than it was a quarter century ago. It is a more tolerant and open society, but it
offers much fewer people a basic foothold in the labor market. How to judge such developments is a matter
of personal and political values, and here social science has no privileged position compared to lay judgments.

12. The Bank of Sweden’s problematic unilateral expansion of its mission to include the general correction of econ-
omic imbalances rather than simply keeping inflation under control, and the ensuing need to rein in the power of
the board of directors through enhanced democratic control mechanisms, have now been identified even by
liberal editors and former members of the board (Svensson 2014, Wolodarski 2014).

13. A well-publicized case of the latter was the May 2013 riots in a number of the poorer Stockholm suburbs, which
were triggered by a police shooting in the suburb Husby. Even if the reasons for such riots are always complex
(including the concerted actions of hell-bent trouble-makers) and should not be reduced to simple single-factor
explanations, it is hard not to see them as being also linked to increasing social frustration about rising inequality
and declining employment prospects.
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