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1. Introduction 

The social democratic movement in Sweden has historically been very successful. Firstly in one 
important aspect, its ability to stay in power. During the 82 years Sweden has had its full form of 
democracy in terms of equal vote for all, both men and women, the social democratic party has 
formed the government and held the post of Prime Minister. Sometimes in coalition of course, for 
instance in 1962. 

And in political terms the Social Democrats in Sweden were able to build a welfare model, a 
Scandinavian model, named ”the Swedish model”. The support from and the cooperation with the 
trade union movement, with LO (Landsorganisationen) who organise blue-collar workers, made 
it possible to promote equality, diminishing the social, economic and cultural gap between those 
upstairs and those downstairs. That´s history, but an important part of the future as well. 

Nowadays problems are obvious. Inequality has increased since the beginning of the 1980s (also 
under the period of social democratic government rule). Speaking broadly this of course depends 
on the power shift in global capitalism from nation-states and trade unions to international 
markets and multinational companies. And in the beginning of the 1990s, two years after the fall 
of the Berlin Wall, a non-Socialist government came to power with an open neoliberal agenda 
which in many respects has changed the Swedish Left too. The adaptation of neoliberal elements 
goes for the whole political spectrum in Sweden. This is a strong contrast to the late 1960s when 
almost every political force more or less accepted the concept of equality. In the 1991 election the 
Social Democrats accomplished a very bad result, the worst since the 1920s. 

But the Social Democrats made a remarkable comeback in 1994. At the same time Sweden joined 
the European Union. Göran Persson became the party chairperson. But the Social Democrats 
were forced to pursue a policy with big cuts in social services and in the public sector in general. 
So the Social Democrats returned to office in 1994, had a set back in 1998 mainly because of 
discontent with the harsh economic policy. But in 2002 the Social Democrats reached nearly 40 
percent of the votes. If you compare with Denmark, Finland, and Norway –who have a similar 
history - the social democrats in those countries are happy to reach an election result exceeding 
30 percent. The Swedish Social Democrats seem to be an odd example. At the same time the Left 
Party (former Communist Party) has grown, it made its best election in modern times in 1998 
under its charismatic and media cunning leader Gudrun Schyman. She has now resigned because 
of tax problems, a hard thing to mismanage for any Swedish Left politician. 

Sweden has gone through an ideological shift towards the left. In the last election campaign the 
Conservatives (Moderaterna) continued to talk about lower taxes – and they came out very bad, 
and is now preparing for a less neoliberal approach and talks about cutting taxes only marginally. 
And there is a strong left wind blowing among the young, 2/3 of the first-time voters voted for 
the Social Democrats, the Left Party and the Green Party according to the opinion polls. 

What is the reason for this mixed picture? And what about the prospect of Social Democrats in 
Sweden surviving as a major force – and is it possible to form a long lasting relationship with the 
Left Party and the Greens? 



2. Social Democrats and the Left Party - problematic relationship 

The social democratic government is built on an alliance with the Left Party and the Greens. 
Every major political proposal is prepared in negotiations between these three parts. As a leading 
left politician, Lars Bäckström, has put it: ”We are part of the government, and still we aren’t”. 

A problem is of course the fact that the Social Democrats are used to govern on their own – and 
the Left is used to be in opposition. 

The Left Party was formed in 1917 as a breakaway from the Social Democratic Party. It started 
as a left-wing social democratic party, became a communist party and is now the Left Party. But 
it has never been part of any government since it was formed 86 years ago. So the Social 
Democrats and the Left Party have the same roots. And over the years there has been an overflow 
of members in both directions. Lars Werner, a former party leader, was once a member in SSU 
(The Social Democratic Youth of Sweden). And C H Hermansson too, another former party 
leader, started his political career in SSU. 

Two former members of the social democratic government, Annika Åhnberg and Ylva 
Johansson, had very high ranking positions in the Left Party and were Left Party members of 
Parliament only a couple of years ago. There are many more examples. 

But friends could often come to dislike each other (historically you should talk about hate, to be 
frank, between social democrats and communists), maybe just because they are so close. One 
reason is of course that there always has been an element of competition. Competition on 
members and voters, especially in the spectrum between the left wing part of the Social 
Democratic Party and the right wing part of the Left Party. And of course competition on 
working class votes and a hard struggle over power in the trade unions. 

At the same time the dividing line between communists and social democrats was very simple: it 
was between democrats and communists, as the social democrats put it, or between class 
collaborators and communists, as the communists put it. And between the late 40s and the late 
60s the political environment in Sweden was very anti-Communist – which was connected to the 
Cold War and Sweden’s geopolitical position. 

The strange thing was that the Communist Party was very loyal to the social democratic 
government, which came to be a very long lasting phenomenon. It was a passive support. There 
was never any talk of going against the social democratic government in the Parliament. The 
Communist Party had 4 - 5 percent of the votes. The Social Democrats between 40 and 50 
percent. 

Today the situation is much more complex. First the Communist Party is no longer a communist 
party but a left party, with a more traditional social democratic approach even if it still includes 
members who call themselves communists. Nowadays the Social Democrats and the Left Party 
are much more like brothers and sisters, more alike, the right wing of the Left Party fits into the 
middle-of-the-road Social Democrats, and the left wing of the Social Democrats is just as “left” 
as the left wing in the Left Party. More or less. And the Left Party does not play the role of a 
passive supporter anymore 

There was a symbolic change when Olof Palme in the beginning of the 1980s had to negotiate 
with Lars Werner from the very rostrum in the Parliament – from now on the support of the 



Communist Party was not to be taken for granted, a new era was born in the relationship between 
the two parties. Today there is a formal relationship; but it is not an easy marriage.  

3. The trade unions 

In terms of election support the Social Democrats and the Left Party have more voters among the 
working class, immigrants and women. But here I would like to stress two important aspects, the 
support from trade unions and its connection to the Social Democrats, and the high degree of 
trade union membership among the working force. Those two factors make Sweden unique. In 
Denmark, the blue-collar union (LO) has declared it is political neutral. This is not the case in 
Sweden. The social democratic political movement and the trade union were formed in a 
symbiotic way in the late 1800s. The cooperation between the LO and the Social Democrats has 
been criticised but still survives, while the LO in Denmark has cut all its connection to the social 
democrats. In the 90s there was a growing hostility between Swedish LO and the Social 
Democrats. There were signs of a split similar to the Danish one. 
But in the 2002 election the old close connection between Social Democrats and the LO seemed 
to have returned from history – and the Social Democrats won back labour votes from the Left 
Party, which the Left Party gained from the Social Democrats in 1998.  

In the long run there will surely be a discussion over the tight connection between the Social 
Democrats and the LO. And if the Left Party will have around 10 percent of the votes and 20 – 25 
percent of the LO votes, it will be very hard to hold on to this collaboration and hard for the LO 
to have such a close connection to one party. 

Another problem is that the Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees (TCO) and the 
Swedish Confederation of Professional Associations (SACO) together have more members than 
the LO today. If the Social Democrats and the Left Party want to gain a majority in the 
Parliament, a close connection to the LO may make that harder in the long run. They have to get 
support from other voters as well. This is of course a strategic dilemma for the Social Democrats 
in a society with a diminishing blue-collar labour force. 

4. The social democratic project 

Social democracy in Sweden is in fact a mix of different ideological elements. There is a utopian 
element, an idea that another world in one way or another is possible. It builds on the 
Enlightenment, with a positive view on development in general, and of course on the heritage 
from the French revolution. But there is also a long historic tradition in Sweden of equality och 
local self-government, a sort of democratic framework of cooperation and mutual understanding. 

It could be seen as a radical democratic policy in the spirit of John Dwey, the American 
progressist who made great impact on the Swedish social democratic movement in the early 
1900s. Or it could be interpreted in terms of what we, in a modern way of expression, call a 
communitarian tradition, with the important inspiration from the Fabians in Great Britain. Sidney 
and Beatrice Webb had their Swedish counterparts in Alva and Gunnar Myrdal. 

And naturally Marxism was an important inspiration for the social democratic movement. In fact 
the first Swedish programme was a blueprint and more or less a word-by-word translation from 
SPDs Erfurtprogram. Those were the days when Scandinavia’s and Sweden’s main cultural 



influences came from Germany rather than the Anglo-Saxon world which has been the case since 
1945. 

The story of practical politics is another story. But the social democratic movement created a 
narrative, a narrative about the social democratic reformism. The project started with the political 
democracy, and then the movement created a social democracy (the welfare state) and were about 
to take the step to the economic democracy in the 70s. The narrative told us that the social 
democratic movement was building socialism. This was history created afterwards. 
Nationalisation of the private ownership was discussed already in the 20s, but then came to 
nothing. But the main project was the welfare state, and the increasing equality it was able to 
promote. 

And in a way it could give ideological dimension to the narrative of the social democratic role in 
history: it was getting better, with more equality, extension of democratic values, gender equality, 
abolition of the housewife system, and so on. In short social democracy had not God but maybe 
history on its side, so it seemed. This narrative has lost its meaning. It looks like history has 
stopped. But history doesn’t stop. But the basic institutions – the Swedish model – started to 
erode. Inequality started to increase from the beginning of the 80s. Why? 

5. The social democratic problem 

The main problem is a basic one. How do social democrats explain this development? Why does 
inequality increase? How come the reformist project seems to have led to a dead end? 

The first story supported by social democratic leadership goes like this: 

1. The reason is that the government lost control of the budget, which leads to large deficit and 
debts in the public sector. If we rebalance the budget we can go back to normal and everything 
will be ok again. Then we can take back what have been cut down and decreased in the social 
security systems. Then we will be back on track again. 

But there is an alternative explanation which analyses the problem in terms of power relations: 

2. This explanation stress that something important has happened in the power relations in 
Sweden and in the world system. Globalisation, the power shift from nation-states and national 
trade unions to multinational companies and financial systems, or with a popular but not so easily 
defined term: empire. All this has changed the preconditions for any progressive government. 

The second explanation is more relevant and I believe it is gaining support even in the Swedish 
labour movement. But it is a hard road to follow because so much of the Swedish model has had 
a national framework and so much of the Left identity is national. Sweden has only been a 
member of EU for a short while. Mentally we are still not a member. Hostility towards the EU is 
widespread among Social Democratic Party members and sympathisers and even more so in the 
Left Party. 

Generally EU is viewed as a threat to what remains of the Swedish model rather than a possibility 
to promote social democratic ideals. This was even more evident in the EMU Referendum, which 
led to a strong “No” to Swedish membership in the third phase of the European Monetary Union. 

Building international cooperation to cope with globalisation and multinational capitalism is not 
on the main agenda so far. 



Another problem is that a consensus way of looking at things is immanent in the social 
democratic tradition. It is a party who likes power and a party used to governing  – mobilization 
and power struggle for many Social Democrats is some thing that is connected to history, not 
something for the future. This is certainly not a problem only for the social democratic movement 
in Sweden, but for the labour movement in the West World. 

A part of the problem is the question of the necessary renewal, which has been squeezed between 
right and left in the labour movement, between  

market adopted policy on one side and the labour movements paternalistic tradition on the other. 
There have been interesting tries to reformulate the Swedish welfare model. A new formula of 
the social democratic concept needs a new relation between the collective and the individuals. 
But instead the neoliberal offensive seemed to make privatisation, deregulation and lowering 
taxes as the modern way; a modernization of the Swedish model was a way forward. 

6. Beyond capitalism? 

The old social democratic narrative talked about putting socialism into practice some time in the 
future, and talked openly about the third step: economic democracy. After 44 years in power it 
seemed as the Social Democratic Party thought it was time for socialism. This was in 1976. And 
the labour movement tried to make a hit at the core of capitalism – the private ownership of the 
means of production. 

The wage owners funds was presented by the LO in 1975. An import trade union economist, 
Rudolf Meidner, a Jewish emigrant from Germany, who came to Sweden in 1933, put the 
proposal forward. 

And it was a really interesting proposal. It was not the state that should be the new owners of the 
shares in the companies; it was not a nationalisation in its traditional sense. Instead part of the 
profits was to be transformed to shares in wage owners’ funds, owned and controlled by trade 
unions. This goes back to the socialist idea of work as the source of profits and it should now be 
returned to its rightful owners. Step by step, in a reformist approach, the workers would own the 
companies. But there was a backlash. 

The year after, 1976, the Social Democrats lost power for the first time in 44 years. It was a 
major setback. And the Right gained power, not only in Sweden. In 1979 Thatcher came to power 
in Great Britain and the year after Reagan in the United States. The new radical right was born, 
the neoliberal era started. The rest is history. The Left became defenders; they were no longer the 
progressives. 

For the Swedish labour movement all this was a big blow, and the wounds have not healed yet. 
Even modest discussions started by the LO a couple of years ago, about how to handle pension 
capital which is in fact the working peoples money, came to nothing. The question of power, 
shares and ownership is still very hard to handle. 

7. A New Programme 

So when the Social Democrats in 2001 made a revision of its programme the old formulation of 
“transfer the means of production into the hands of the people” was revised. Today the 
programme doesn’t talk about nationalisation, in any case not explicit. The Social Democrats 



have not gone as far as New Labour who completely abolished the whole meaning of the so-
called Clause Four. The Swedish Party regards itself as a socialist party. And the important 
radical formulation that the Social Democratic Party wants the democratic ideals to characterize 
the whole society is still there. I read this as an extension of democracy even into the economic 
field, but the party has ruled out that the state should take over the economy. State owned 
enterprises or planned economy is not on the agenda. 

Maybe the key question is if the labour movement can find ways to promote equality in the 
future, specially after decades of growing inequality. Here we have an important ideological 
discussion for the Left. It is common to talk about the distinction between equality in terms of 
equal opportunity and equality in terms of outcome (redistribution, income and wealth). 

The British Third Way stresses the first approach while the classical  

social democratic concept has been to embrace both approaches. It seems that one or two people 
even in the Swedish Left talk in terms of the first kind of equality, but there is still a strong 
support for both approaches of equality. But even the concept of equality needs renewal. 

A couple of years ago the LO made an interesting ”enquiry on justice”. The report talked about 
equality in terms of equality and redistribution. But it added a third aspect:  ”freedom from 
repression”, referring to the American academic Iris Marion Young. It is also possible to connect 
to Amartya Sen’s discussions on ”capabilities”. This is an interesting aspect. It dates back to the 
socialist tradition formulated by G H Cole in his book on industrial democracy: ”The worker is 
not unfree because he is poor. He is poor because he is unfree.” 

This perspective makes it possible for the Left to integrate class, gender, ethnicity, and sexual 
diversity in its power analysis. And it makes these dimensions part of the public sphere and of the 
political and thereby democratizing these dimensions. It gives the concept of equality and the 
analysis of the power relations a new dimension, or maybe a new way of putting an old socialist 
tradition. 

8. The cooperation between the Greens, the Left and the Social 
Democrats 

Sweden is no longer a one party hegemony-country. This is maybe hardest for the Social 
Democrats themselves to cope with. They can no longer depend on the passive support from the 
Left Party and they also need the Greens to have a Parliament majority. This cooperation is not 
without tensions. Especially when there is none or very small space for any form of reforms in 
economic terms. 

But it is also a question for the Left Party and the Greens to handle. The Left Party was formed in 
1917 and the Greens in the beginning of the 80s. They both have a strong identity of being 
antiestablishment, and in opposition to “bad things” in general. They have never taken part in any 
national government. On the other hand in many municipalities around the country there is a 
working relationship between the three parties. 

Especially after the election successes of the Left party in recent years it is now governing several 
municipalities. And there is another interesting pattern here – on the local level. In many 
municipalities the Social Democrats have governed more or less for 80 years – a mismanagement 
of power have often been the case here. In some of these municipalities the Social Democrats 



have lost power, rather often after “unholy” alliances formed by the Greens and the Left together 
with non-Socialist parties. 

After the 2002 elections the Greens started negotiations with the non-Socialist parties to form a 
government when the Social Democrats turned down its demands. The Left Party was talking 
about cabinet seats but then dropped its claim. It doesn’t seem ready for cabinet responsibility 
yet, because part of its identity is strongly connected to opposition and a self-image of 
antiestablishment.  

Looking at the future, the conflict between Left and Right has become less evident after the 
”death of socialism”. The interesting thing is that it is the non-Socialist parties who have lost 
more voters after this change. 

In the 2002 elections the non-Socialist parties only gained 43.6 percent of the votes, the Social 
Democrats and the Left Party 48,3 and the Greens 4,5.  

The social democratic hegemony is not over. But the Social Democratic Party hegemony may be 
history. The future of and the renewal of the concept of the social democratic approach is the key 
issue, how to promote increasing equality in a surrounding of changing power relations between 
groups, classes, gender and individuals. This depends to a high degree on the ability to build a 
lasting relationship between the Social Democrats, the Greens and the Left Party. The new policy 
remains to be formulated. 

The outcome of the present collaboration is therefore important. It could be the starting point of 
something new. Or a dead end. It is important that the different parties look beyond the self-
interest of one party. Another risk is an over-emphasis of pragmatism. In politics there is a need 
to express visions and goals. I anticipate a big problem here and that goes for all three parties. 

A failure would in any way be bad. In that case the Social Democratic Party may lean more to the 
middle, and even more adopt the Third Way approach. Failure means diminishing possibilities. 

If the collaboration survives it could represent an interesting mix for the future. It has its base in 
the trade union movement, and a strong conviction to redistribution of wealth and income. At the 
same time it opens for more possibilities to develop new dimensions, like the ecological 
perspective, to develop the power analysis and including new dimensions and new social 
movements to the public sphere. This opens for new possibilities for the future. 


