Where Has the Swedish Model Gone?

In 1970, I came to Sweden from the United States, because I could not accept the fact that my government was waging an illegal war in Vietnam. The Swedish government was the only government in western Europe that was supporting the Vietnamese, and I wanted to see for myself how a country that was as “capitalist” as the United States could nonetheless support a “communist” country in its struggle for independence. I wanted to experience what the American journalist Marquis Childs in the 1930s had characterized as the Swedish “middle way” – a country that seemed to function quite successfully in between the extremes of capitalism and communism.

During my first years in Sweden, I had a grant to investigate how the country was dealing with environmental problems, and I soon began to understand how Sweden had managed to combine capitalism and communism so effectively.  Part of it was a matter of discourse, that is, the way people talked about the society. There was the concept of the people’s home, of course, but nobody really seemed to take that very seriously any more. More important was the idea of a Swedish “model” that seemed to be widely accepted even though its meaning varied from person to person. The general idea seemed to be that there was a particular way of doing things in Sweden that was at one and the same time practical, reasonable and ethical. In Sweden things were simply done differently than in other countries: greed was tempered by reason, competition coexisted with cooperation, or, to put it another way, the excesses of capitalism were balanced by the values of communism. 

The country was a true hybrid, neither purely capitalist nor purely communist. Unlike the United States, it was not considered right to make too much money or to cheat on your taxes or to show off how rich you were. But unlike the Soviet Union, the government was democratically elected and seemed to make a real effort to base its policies on reason. I was particularly impressed by the system of statliga utredningar, and how ambitious they were in trying to solicit as much relevant information as possible and include so many “experts” as possible in their deliberations before new laws and policies were made. The whole society seemed to be governed by a desire to be sensible and inclusive and not be dominated by the dogmas of the left or the right. 

In the 35 years that I have lived in Sweden, much has changed and there is very little left of the middle way.  Now the very term communism has become a kind of swear word and a dogmatic belief in the “free market” has come to exert what Antonio Gramsci would have called a “hegemonic” influence over the way Swedish people think and talk. But perhaps even more sadly the impressive system of statliga utredningar and the approach to reasonable policy making that previously characterized the Swedish government has all but disappeared. In area after area policies are made on the basis of ideology, and politicians seem to be both unqualified and uninformed about the areas of government for which they are responsible. We have a minister of education, for example, who claims to know more about how universities function than those who work in such places. And we have a minister of culture, who seems to decide for himself which cultural institutions are to be supported. And strangest of all perhaps, the minister for such important and quite different areas of public policy as culture and education is one and the same person, a man who does not seem to have any personal experience of either activity. 

Perhaps the time has come to bring back the Swedish model or at least to ask – and begin to discuss quite seriously - where it has gone.
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