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The Roots of Swedish Corporatism

Intreduction

This article 4s part of a larger study of the evolution of
power relationships between Parlfament and organized
interests in Swedish politics since 1920. Like many other
social science projects, however, through its own inherent
logic &t has ended up extending further back in time than
originally planned. The problem it addresses turned out to
have a longer, more interesting prehistory than appeared to
be the case at first glance. What this report will present is
thus the actual origins of corporative institutions in
Swedish politics. This will carry us back to the late 19th
century. Corporative institutions are defined here as formal
political arrangements by which organized interests are given
an influence on the operations of the public sector. The term
"organized tnterests" can mean many things, but in this
particular report, our interest will focus on organizations
representing capital and wage labor, respectively.

The purpose of this report is not, however, to write the
history of Swedish corporatism. Instead, &ts theoretical
starting point is that the various forms and mechanisms of
political government, of which corporative government is one
particular type (cf. Rothstein, 1987a), may be regarded as
ipstitutionalized svstems. The way they originated has an
important explanatory function. This 1line of thought implies
that once political Apstituytdops have been established, they
have an inherent inertta. In other words, these political
structures are hard to change, and they leave their gmprint
on the national polttical culture over a long pertod -- i.e.
on people's very thinking about what politics is, how it
should be conducted and what is polttically possible or
tmpossible (Douglas, 1987, p. 45; March and Olsen, 1981,




Mouzelis, 1988; Ridley 1975 ; ef. Skoepol, 1985; Therborn,
1978). This approach means that tnstitutional analysis is
considered primary in relation to various forms of strategic
dectsion analysis. 1t may be added that even such a confirmed
advocate of_methodological ¢ndividualdsm as Jon Elster
recently pointed to the importance of gnstitutional analysis
(Elster, 1987).

Examples of the importance of such tnstitutionalized
systems are political party systems {two=-party vs. multiparty
systems), election‘systems (majority vs. proportional
elections) and vartous forms of public=-sector admintstrative
systems (federal vs. central). Once institutions of this kind
have been establtshed in a political system, they tend to
tnfluence the political culture for a long time. Sweden has
rightly been describéd as a country characterized by unified,
strong, dominant special-lnterest organizations (Heclo and
Madsen, 1987; Micheletti, 19843 Therborn, 1987). Today these
organizations assume a very prominent role in the political
process and are also formally represented on the lay boards
that govern many public agencies (Rothstein, 1988a). Despite
these strong and uniformly organized tnterests, many
observers say that Swedish political culture ts characterized
by pragmatism and the willingness of opposing and relattvely
evenly matched tnterests to bargain and compromise {Korpi,
1983; Heclo and Madsen, 19873 Therborn, 1987). Others say
there 1s & political hegemony &n favor of preserving full
* employment and soctal welfare programs, while pointing to the
absence of polttical arguments based on issues of principle
(Therborn, 1986}. Some also argue that, at least during
certain periods, dominant tnterest organizations have patd
greater heed to the general tnterest than to thetr respective
special interests 4n Swedtsh polittcs (0lson, 1982). It has
also been shown that when representatives qf a strong
special-interast organization take seats on the boards of




public agencies, they tend to distance themselves from the
demands of their own organization in favor of what they
perceive as the best interests of the agency or the public

(Rothstetn, 1988a).

Whatever meaning oné attrtbutes to the concept of
"eorporattsm,” it is clear that Sweden is high on the
tnternational list in terms of the role that organized
tnterests assume in the political system (Lembruch, 19823
Cawson, 1986). The present report argues that thié political
culture -- so strongly characterized by pragmatic
negotlations and agreements between the government and strong
organtzed interests -- can largely be explained by the way in
which these interests were drawn into, or demanded to be
represented in, various public agencies at the beginning of

Sweden's modern political era.

We must seek the roots of Swedish corporattsm &n the late
19th century. At that time, Sweden was characterized by late
but very rapid industrialization. In Marxist garlance, we
were thus at the threshold of a new mode of production. It is
typtecal of such historical situations that there are no
established political-legal mechanisms that can deal with the
new kind of dominant social conflicts generated by the new
productton system. Existing polttical tnstituttons appear
insufficient for the new type of social conflicts. A society
does not, however, consist only of soclal classes. In every
nistorical situation there %is also a political system, 2
polity, of some kind. How this polity chooses to act when
confronted by new types of soctetal conflilcts méy be assumed
to play a decisive role in the shape these conflicts will
take and how intensive they will be.




Although the stpructure of the fundamentél conflict 1is
determtned by the production system in guestion, the
fundamental assumptton here 1is that the form of tnstitution
created to handle these conflicts is pok+ There ts room both’
for genuinely random, purely actor-determined or eert@inly
also other non-structural explanations. In the formakiis

nxgggg;gal pomenk: where the superstructure {s empty, SO to
speak -~ 1.e. no firm polttical—legal gnstitutions for

conflict resolutton have yet been established -- there is
considerable room for variations between how public
{nstituttons are shaped in different polttical systems (cf.
anderson, 1974, pp. 11-473 Ashford, 1988)- |

In short, the purpose of this dtacussion is to point out
that whereas a mode of preduction such as capitalism is fairly
similar throughout the world in terms of fundammental
confliects, there is substantial vartatton &n what traditional
Marxist terminology usually calls “superstructure,“ put which
will be referred to here as political fnstitutions. Many
forms of Marxist politolog!cal analysis should be crittctzed
for not naving patd suffictent attention to these
differences, analyzed what might be behind them and -- most
importantly ¢n this context -- analyzed their polttical and
socletal consequences (Skocpol, 1985). By the same token,
vartous forms of behaviortistic and rationalistic political
analvsis can be ertticized for not according sufficient
importance to the fact that sndividual and group polltical
behavior may be based on the 1nst1tutional systems in which
tt occurs (Ridley, 19777 .




This ts not the place for an exhaustive présentation of the
debate on corporatism. What should be stated here &s that I
do not intend to use the concept of corporatism to
charactertze a whole political system. Instead, the concep?
4s used at a lower level of analysis to describe those
political tnstitutions in whteh the public sector, together
with organtzed interests, shapes and implements various
policies (see Rothstetn, 1687a). The evolutton of this kind
of corporative political instttuttons has been explained as
the result of concesstons by legislative and other
public-sector bodies, responding to demands presented by
strong organized interests. GCiven their strength, these
organized interests have had the potential to block varlous
legtslatively based reform tnittatives. They have also

been able to demand influence and/or representation in
various publtc fnstitutions (Lowt, 1969; cf. Offe, 1985,
Lauman and Knoke, 1987). The mirror tmage of this d¢scussion
1s the tdea of a strong public sector (or “strong state)
which creates loyal special tnterest-based organizations from
above, so to speak, in order to factlttate the tmplementation
of certain programs and measures (Schmitter, 1974). By
analyzing the packground, ersapization. mofdves and gffects
of the first corporative institutions in the Swedish polity,
we can prelimiarily test these dtfferent hypotheses. The
question is whether it was strong special interest
organtzattons that demanded representation &n the public
sector or a strong public sector that ereated loyal partners

from outside the public sector.

B dg "pab

The first proposal to establish a corporative agency 4&n the
Swedtsh public sector was presented by a spectal public




commission of tnquiry known as the Workers'! Insurance
Commtsston as early as 1888, This commission had been
appointed after Parltament dectded in 1884 to ask the

government to oversee the writing of a bill concerning such
matters as occupational acctdent insurance and old age

pensions for workers. The commission believed that, to the
extent legal technicalities pefmitted, the state was
obligated to try to reduce the ¢nsecurity "of the role
assumed by manual laborers who are solely dependent on their
labor." Generally speaking, the commtssion's arguments for
state regulation in thits field seem strikéngly modern.
pccording to the commission, the reason why the state should
jntervene to protect workers was that because of the new use¢
of machinery, labor systems had become 30 complex that-an
tndividual worker was 1ncapable of understanding or
controlling them. Tt was thus tncorrect to argue that the
pvest interests of both parties could be ensured by letting
them freely reach thetr own accords on working conditions.
The commission cited the relatively weak and dependent
position of wage laborers vis-a-vis capital. It added that

"~ workers lacked the ability to evaluate the possible risks

that working conditions posed for them. They were simply
forced to accept the jobs that existed, regardless of the
physical risks they were subjecting themselves to. In
additlon,,legislation tn this field was necessary because =--
unltke the funds provided by a capitalist =-- the labor that a
worker agreed to provide to his employer Was phystecally
{nseparable from the worker. The commission thus satd there
was an unequitable relattonship between capital and labor,
caused by the differences between them and by their
respective connecttons with the production process

(¢.f. Offe, 1985, Ch. 8).
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To resolve these problems, the commission recommended that
a state labor tnspectorate should be established and that a
mandatory system of public occupational accident insurance
should be introduced. According to its proposal, the system
would .be administered by a government agency newly
established for thits purpose, to which a corporattvely
structured advisory body consisting of 25 people would be
attached. Aside from technical experts on &nsurance, £t would
also tnclude "representattves of different soctal classes."
Tn addttion, disputes concerning &nsurance settlements would
not be dectded by the existtng courts of law but by a board
spectally appointed by the government. This board would
constst of an 4impartial chailrman, a physician, an engineer
plus two employers and two workers. It would not be possible
to appeal the board's decisions on tnsurance cases.

The recommendations of the Workers' Insurance Commission
were not backed by Parliament, however. Instead, a new public
commission of tnquiry was appointed in 1891. Known as the New
Commission on Workers' Insurance, it presented largely the
same arguments as its predecessor in favor of state
intervention to resolve the "labor question" but recommended
somewhat dtfferent technical solutions from an insurance
standpoint. The commission felt that an additional reason for
state regulation was that the accelerating industrialtzation
of Sweden meant a raptd tncrease in the size of the working
class. At the same time, the patriarchal responsibility that
employers had previously assumed for their employees was
disappearing because of the spectal character of the
s$ndustrtal labor process. According to the commission, the
tnsecurity felt by tndividual workers about their chances of
economtc survival during tllness or old age could eastily make
them feel "111 will and dissatisfaction with the existing
social order,m3




The commission admitted that its proposal for mandatory
workers'! insurance interfered with the social principles on
economic freedom and personal responsibility that had
prevailed until then. According to the commission, its
recommendation would reduce personal freedom because the
state would take away the right of the {ndtvidual to dispose
of part of his property. In addttton, the 1nd1vidual‘s
personal feeling of responsibility would be reduced. This
Qould affect his thrift and power of tnittative &n ensuring
his own economic securtty. But, the commission reasoned, the
principles of freedom of contract and economic freedom were
only justified &f the tnterests of the indtvidual and soclety
coinetded. If this was not the case, and &f unrestricted
freedom of contract was instead harmful to both the
indtvidual and the soctety, the commission reasoned, there
was then no obstacle in the Swedish legal system to coercive
state 1ntervention.u The commission recommended that the
insurance system &n question should'bé administefed by &
central state agency which under it would have local
"corporations or so-called pepsion poards, ir which all
interests would be represented."5 These local cofporatively
structured boards would be responsible for making decisions
on the crucial issues of the reform -- who would be entitled
to insurance, who would have the right to receive a pension'
and under what conditions, the size of pensions and insurance

fees etc.6

The recommendations of the Negi Morkenrs: Ipsurance
Commission did not receive the support of Parliament either.
However, its proposal did not fatl because of its
recommendation that the reform should be administered partly
by corporative tnstitutions, but because of political
opposition to the social insurance concept as such. In 1902,
_when a Conservative government pushed through the first
public soclal insurance system in Sweden (accident insurance

-~




for workers), it proposed that a corporatively structured
Hggkggg‘ ipsurapce gouncil consisting of five employer and
'five worker representatives be attached to the national
”égency that would admintster the reform. Parliament adopted
the reform itself, but the First Chamber of Parliament, whose
composftion was more conservative than that of the Second
Chamber, rejected the proposal to establish a workers'
insurance council. What tréiggered the First Chamber's
disapproval was not, however, the thought of corporative
innfluence on insurance admintstration as such, but the
technically complicated way 4in which representatives would be
chosen under the reform proposal. On the contrary, 2a number
of M.P.'s crittcal to the proposal felt that the
establishment of such a council would be of value.

The first corporative institutions in the Swedish
political system instead appeared at the local level.
Beginning in 1903, muntcipalities and cities established
publicly operated employment offices (or labor exchanges)
whose boards were structured on a corporative basts, with
half employers and half workers under the chairmanship of a
neutral public official.'These employment offtces were not
tied to specific occupations or industries, but were designed
to provide leads on all types of work, free of charge. The
development of these institutions occurred very guickly, and
by 1907 such corporatively structured, publicly operated
employment offtces had been established in all major cities.
This development differed markedly from the general European
and Scandinavtan pattern, 4n which control over the
employment offices usually rested either with employer
organizations or tn trade union hands and had become a major
source of conflict between the two sides. The reason was that
control of the labor supply is obviously of ptvotal
importance to both unions and employers in the event of labor
: diéputes. By controlling the employment offices, trade unions
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can make their strtkes and boycotts more effecttve and demand
that those who seek jobs through the employment offices be
union members. If the employers control the employment
offices, they can recruit people wtlling to work, f.e.
strikebreakers, thereby reducing the significance of strikes,
while using the employment offices to winnow out undesirables
(unjon activists, strike leaders ete.) from the labor force.
Elsewhere in Europe, the struggle for control of employment
office operations was therefore very bitter at times
(Rothstein, 1985, 1988b).

in Sweden, however, developments took a completély
different. path. As early as 1903, admittedly, the Swedish
Employers' Confederation (SAF) was interested in establishing
its own employment offices as a weapon against the trade
union movement. Scouts were sent to parts of Germany, where
they were told about how employers had gained major
advantages vis-a-vis the trade untons by controlling
employment office operations. But probably because they
organized relatively late, Swedtsh employers had no practical
opportunity to set up the1r own employment office network
before the tssue was resolved in Sweden around 1907. In that
year, Parliament approved state grants to the locally %
established publicly operated employment offices. As a 3
condition for such grants, the employment offices were
required to have corporatively structured boards, observe

unconditional neutrality &n the event of labor disputes and
agree to provide information on all types of work free of E
charge, i.e. exactly the principles established by local : %
inittattve in 1903. %

It may be added that at first, not only employers but also
Social Democrats were susplcious of the publicly operated
enployment offices. In Parliament, party chairman Hjalmar
Branting spoke against the proposal to give state grants to
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these offices. He argued that because local political bodies
in cities were not elected by universal suffrage, there was a
great risk that the employment offices would act in favor of
the employers. The Social Democratic press warned that the
offices might be utilized to facilttate the employers'
recrujtment of strikebreakers. Very soon, however, opposition
to the publicly operated employment offices both by the labor
ﬁovement and the employers disappeared. From 1907 on. the
fundamental prénciples behind their operations were never
questioned by either side {Schiller, 1967; Rothstein, 1988b).

The principles that came to govern the publicly operated
employment offtces, &.e. a corporattve structure, neutrality
and cost-free service, had been adopted at the national level
by a series of gpployment goffice gonferences. The National
Board of Trade -~ the government agency responsible for
commercial and fndustrial issues -- organized such meetings
beginning in 1906. At state expense, it invited
representatives of the local publicly operated employment
offices to these conferences. Although they were a temporary
phenomenon, the conferences were probably the first
corporative institutions in the modern sense at the national
level in Swedish politics. At the last of these gatherings,
arranged in 1912 (it was the last because §its work became
permanent under other auspices; see below), the delegates
agreed to work toward a rapid expansion of their programs.
The chairmen of both the Swedish Employers' Confederation
(SAF) and the Swedish Trade Union Confederation (LO) were

among the conference participants.8

The concept of corporative representation rapidly took
root in Swedish polttics after that. The National Insurance
Office, established to administer the public system of
accident insurance that was introduced in 1903, requested
permission ¢n a 1908 message to the government to establish a
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separate workers'! insurance council on a corporative basisog
In 1909, a commission of tnquiry that presented its
recommehdations for changes in workers' protection
legislatton also proposed the establishment of a
corporatively structured advisory body.10 Not until 1912,
however, was the first permanent national corporative body
established in the Swedish civil service system. This
happened when a separate National Social Welfare Board was.
established by Parliament in 1912, In addition to jts board,
composed of civil servants as was traditional,Ait appointed
two separate assemblies for employers and workers
respectively, as well as a corporatively structured gggjsl
welfare goungil divided into four different sections.

At first the task of the National Social Welfare Board was
somewhat vague, but it is clear that the so-called "soctal
welfare question" was in fact the labor gquestion. In other
words, a whole new soctal class had emerged, and its tnsecure
working conditions constituted a problem for the country. The
public commission of inquiry that recommended the
establishment of the Social Welfare Board maintained that "in
contemporary soclety, human labor has become a commodity, 80
to speak, the supply and demand for which are subject to
fluctuations and which consequently have a value that is
uncertain and dependent on circumstances."11 According to the
commission, this led to a concentration in cities and other
large labor markets of "a lot of existences who never become
rooted and never feel completely at home at any particular -
spot or even in the country as a whole."12 wWidespread poverty
was thus not the focus of the government agency-to-be. For
tnstance, the proposed National Social Welfare Board would
have no connection with public poor relief, which was handled
locally. Nor was the creation of the new agency related to
the tntroduction of any social reform. Instead, its




l

:
g

13

;establiéhment appears more to be the resu1£ of the state's
" general desire to build up its expertise, thus gaining an

overview and better information about the problems caused by

- ‘the "labor quest!on.“13 According to the commission, &t was

jncreasingly urgent to do so, given the speed and complexity
that characterized the growth of the "labor question." But
there was also another reason:.

The more clearly the dangers of tndustrialism became
evident even to the most capable and most irreproachable
workers =-- and the more strongly manual laborers saw
themselves as a closed class in relation to employers
and other groups of citizens -- the more clearly the
national dangers of this situation became discernible.
The rising level of public education then gave workers
the means to clarify for themselves and others the
source of their worries, the organizational system gave
them the collective power to work on behalf of their own
interests, and in national elected bodies, these
interests are being asserted by a growing number of
direct worker representatives.... The feeling of
solidarity that has emerged among the working masses, in
itself praiseworthy, is limited to themselves and they
do not appear to wish to extend it to the whole society
in which they share responsibility and play a part. This
obviously poses a national danger, which must be removéd
in the common interest of everyone. Everywhere the
government therefore faces the difficult task of
mitigating conflicts of interest and repairing the
cracks that are opening in the social structure. ¥

Although the proposal to establtsh the National Social
Welfare Board encountered some opposition at the 1912 session
of Parliament, there was no comment whatever about the
recommendation to create corporatively structured bodies |
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attached to the Board. The idea that corporét!ve jnstitutions
were needed had apparently become generally accepted in
Swedish politics.-During the task of devising the actual
proposal for now the Social Welfare Board would be organized,
two "worker representatives“ had participated. The Swedish
Employers’ Confederation, which submitted tts written
comments on the government bill to establish a Soctal

Welfare Board, approved the creation of both the government
agency as such and the corporative {institutions that would be
associated with it. 15

In the following year, 1913, & new soctial welfare agency
was established: the National Pensions Board, which was also
furnished with an advisory, corporatively structured body.
Before 1920 another two corporative agencies were established
in Sweden: the Natiopal Industrial Ipiuries Ingurancs gourt
and the Labor ggggg;l. Neither of these wWas merely advisory.
On the contrary, they were institutfons resembling courts
of law, and their decisions could not be appealed. The first
was entrusted with deciding %issues pelated to the public
system of occupational accident insuranceé, the latter with
issues related to the law that mandated an etght-hour working
day. Neither the proposals to set up these agencies nor their
corporative structure led to any debate in Parliament.16

Organtzation

The result of this early corporative political culture was
three different types of institutions. First, a number of
corporative institutions had a purely advisory function

yis-a-vis public agencles (for example the Soctlal Welfare
Council of the Natidnal Social Welfare Board). Second, the
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National Social Welfare Board also Selected two dele at
from their labor and employer assemblies to participate:
directly &n the major decisions of its governing board. The
chairmen of the Swedtsh Employers! Confederation (SAF) and
the Swedish Trade Unton Confederatton (LO) were appointed to
these posftions. Third, there were agencies resembling courts
of law {the Labor Council and the National Industrial
Injuries Insurance Court) whose task was to make decisions on
the tnterpretation and enforcement of existing legislation.
The usual pattern was that they consisted of equal numbers of
worker and employer representatives, plus lawyers. The
chairmanship was held by one of the lawyers.

Some of the early proposals for corporative institutions
involved fairily complex systems for choosing representatives.
The institutions actually established, however, d4d not use
these selection systems. Instead, representatives of
special-interest organizations were appointed by the
government (for national agencies) or by local elected
assemblies (for loecal employment offices). In practice, this
was probably of no great tmportance, however, because there
is strong reason to belteve that in choosing representatives,
public bodies always compléed with the recommendations they
received from dominant special-interest organizations. There
1s also reason to assume that both worker and employer
organizations attached fairly great importance to
representation in these bodies. As their representatives on
the governing board of the National Soctal Welfare Board,
both LO and SAF appointed thetr respective chairmen. Among
their representatives on the National Industrial Injuries
Insurance Court, the Soctal Democrats appointed their
chairman, Hialmar Branting. Branting was admittedly a Member
of Parliament. He nevertheless represented the "workers'
side" in g corporative agency. As for the latter agency, LO
‘succeeded §n pushing through without opposition a rule that
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only national union confederations above a“certain size were
entitled to be represented. The motive for this, in all
likelthood, was to exclude competing union organizations such
as the syndicalists and Communists from representation.26

ves: Flexib L macy and the Interest

What, then, were the arguments behind the establishment of
all these corporative bodies at that time? The first proposal
for a corporative workers' insurance council in 1888
contained no arguments at all. It was apparently considered:
completely natural at the time to use a corporative system in
these contexts. Three arguments, above all, emerge from later
material: a) the need for flexibility in the actual
implementation of social reforms, b) the need to Jeggitimize
programs in the eyes of those groups toward which reforms
were directed and ¢) the desire to transform special-interest
organtzations so that they would also pay greater heed to the

public interest.

The demand for flexibility is related to the difficulties
of using legal technicalities to regulate social reforms with
a sufficient degree of precision. Taking social insurance
regulations as an example, it turned out to be difficult to
adapt them to volatile labor market and social conditions. It
was simply too complicated for the provisions of the law to
specify who should be included in the insurance system and
who would be entitled to receive what insurance compensation
under what :circumstances. As early-as. 1893,_the New
ggmmig_ign QD Hgghgxg_ Ing_rgngg believed;that "as e
tndicated, 4t is not po - :
way that all do__b"'
to insurance is eliminate

,C§Qn:18 entitled
'agg,h17 To

prevent unreasonable cons ing 4n the
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the law in individual cases, ;t was necessary
rmitted fairly broad

mentation. This was

enforcement of
to design the regulations so that they pe

freedom of action &n their concrete imple
also the argument behind the establishment ¢n 1919 of a
corporative National Industrial Injuries Court to decide
cases of this type. When the law on the eight-hour working .
day was passed, it contained various exceptions for certain
types of companies and manufacturing operations. It also
tncluded provisions to apply for walvers. Because of this
desire for flexibility in enforcement, the law was worded 4&n
a fatrly general way. To decide how it would be enforced in
{ndividual cases and how waiver appltcations would be

the above-mentioned corporative Labor gouncil was

When the law on the etght-hour day.
the Social Democratic

evaluated,

created.
was enacted by Parliament in 1919, Bsten Unden,
government minister who introduced &t (and who was also a

professor of 1aw), said the following:

Given the criticism that has been expressed here «..
that the law contains too many exceptions, I would like
to close by pointing out that in ttself, &t is not an
fdeal method of legislation to make the provisions of
the law s0 narrow and so lacking in opportunities to
adapt to practtcal 14fe as these speakers seen to have
intended. On the contrary, I believe that to the extent
that the new Labor Council will win public confidence .
through its enforcement of thts legtslation, it is

conceivable that there will be a desire to place
e Labor Council.'8

T T s R

additional powers in the hands of th

‘This room for maneuver 4&n tmplementing reforms,
necessitated by the demand for flexibility, could of

be filled by different forces. One argument against letting
ese cases was that it could

course

the general court system decide th
not be expected to handle them with the necessary speed. If
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decisions were appealed through all levels of the public
court system, an unacceptably long téme would pass hetween a

work tnjury and final settlement of the case, for instance.

Court-ltke corporative tnstitutions such as the National

Tndustrial Injuries Insurance Court were belteved capable of

working with the speed required in these areas. 19

Another argument against jetting courts of jaw or regular

civil servants handle discretionary aspects of implementing
these laws was their lack of expertise on the special

conditions characterizing different aspects of the njabor

question."20 It was pointed out corporative bodies could give

nincreased 1ife and intensity to the administration (of the
1aw) and prevent it from becoming too rigtd.n2l
Implementation required expert knowledge (medical and
technical) but above all, it required a kxnowledge of what
concrete effects different ways of enforcing and tnterpreting
the provisions of a law might have. The corporative principle

of representation would allow a balancing of jnterests to

replace formal juridical interpretation of the law as @&
dectsion-making method. Furthermore, corporative bodies could

take initiatives and make proposals for changes in
legislation and public admintstration that might be justified

on the basis of their actual enforcement experience.?

Another pivotal argument for establishing corporatively

structured fnstitutions was that this form of organization

was considered capable of increasing the level of
understanding and knowledge of their work among the groups
they were aimed at. By offering-representation in the
responsible pub;ic.agencies to such groups, tt was hoped, the
implementation of reforms could achieve a greater degree of

n how to interpret these reforms often

legitimacy. Decisions ©
oups that

had a very intrusive effect on the individuals or gr

a public policy was aimed at.23 It was believed that the

b
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manner in which reform programs were implemented might also
trigger social conflicts. The commission of inquiry that
proposed'the establishment of the National Soctal Welfare
Board thus argued that:

For its part, the Commission firmly believes that such
"oouncils" should be more necessary and useful in the
soctal welfare field than in almost any field of public
administration, because social welfare matters are
difficult to resolve and tnvolve strong confrontations.
between different interests.2h

Others pointed out the great need for conttnuous contacts-
with both workers and business people. In its 1908 letter to
the government requesting permission to establish a
corporatively structured council on workers! insurance, the
National Insurance Board maintained that such a council would
caﬁse both employers and workers to become more tnterested in
the work of the National Insurance Board. At the same time,
this agency would gain "knowledge of different opinions among
those members of the public most closely affected by the work
of the Beard."

Finally, people hoped that corporative tnstitutions might
bring greater understanding and insight into the general
problems of a given field. Because representatives of
organized special interests were being asked to make
decisions together with civil servants and experts, hopefully
these representatives "would behave as guardians not only of
special interests but also of the interests of everyone, of
society as a whole ... It should certatnly be expected that a
representative body structured according to these principles,
offtcial and thus functiontng with a sense of responsibility,
should provide valuable support for the new soctial welfare
admintstration."25 By taking part in corporative
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institutions, the labor movement -- with its emphasis on
opposttion and mobilization -- would thus learn the noble art
of political government.

Inpact

At the current stage, it is of course difficult to state with

any great precision the political impact of these early
corporative hodies on political developments in Sweden. As

for the boards of the local employment offices, it is

generally accepted that their corporative structure was
particularly instrumental in giving this institution a

dominant position in the Swedish labor market (see Rothstein, 1986
1988b). In a 1916 statement to the government regarding the

work of the publicly operated employment offices, the

National Soctal Welfare Board declared that "no objection has

‘appeared from any quarter against the organizational

principles on which the publicly operated employment offices
are based."?7 On the contrary, the Board believed that these
prinoiples were precisely what had helped the offices to grow
and had strengthened the confidence in their work by employer
organizations and unions, "which in our country have
fortunately abstained from utilizing the referral of jobs as
a weapon in the social struggle, which in Germany has
partially distorted the whole employment office iéSue." The
Board also observed that

Despite the sharp social and political conflicts that
have emerged in other areas of public life between
members of the employer and worker camps, on the boards
of the employment offices the same persons have, in the
experience of the National Soctal Welfare Board,
continued to cooperate fatthfully in the interest of
objectivity.28
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One of the officials at the National Soéial Welfare Board
who was responsible for overseeing the employment offices
said &n a 1920 articlé, after concurring with the above
statement, that "it appears as if this form of organization
had a number of advantages over the majority principle that
rules politically elected assemblies ... In any case i1t is
outstandingly suitable for institutions where society needs
the direct participation of the parties to class struggle."29
In addition, there was no criticism whatever of the work of
the publicly operaied employment offices at any of the annual
discussions in Parliament of state grants to these offices --
from 1907 until 1940, when the state took over the offices
entirely from the local governments (see Rothstein, 1986).

In 1926 there was an overall evaluation of the National
Soctal Welfare Board's corporative institutions, i.e. the
system of worker and employer representatives and the Social
Welfare Council. As for the represeﬁtative system, i.e. the
right of the respective chairmen of the Swedish Trade Union
Confederation and the Swedish Employers' Confederation to
participate in major decisions of the agency's board, the
National Social Welfare Board declared the following:

The purpose of establishing the representative systenm
was undoubtedly to give the National Social Welfare
Board the necessary immediate contact with the main
organizations in tts most sensitive field of activity --
the labor market and &ts organizations. The choice of
representattves was therefore pgok, as some people have
later t¢ntimated, based on pol!fical or parltamentary
considerattons ... instead the Board selected persons
who enjoyed a particularly high degree of confidence
from employers and workers, respectively, and were
suttable to represent their interests. The fact that
persons in such a position became representatives with
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It is worth adding that the above report indicates that
the unton and employer confederation representatives not only
parttcipated in discussions of broad issues but also, to a
great extent, in concrete decisions made by the various
departments of the Soctal Welfare Board. As the table shows,
the respective chairmen of the Trade Union Confederation and
the Employers' Confederation thus met nearly every week,
joining with the Board's civil servants in the task of
shaping and establishing Sweden's soctal welfare policy. In
the above statement, the Social Welfare Board explained that
the decline in the number of meetings and &ssues (see Table
1) tn where the labor and employer representatives took part
was not due to a decline &n their interest or in the need for
cooperation. Instead, the reason for their intensive
cooperatton during the first few years was the need to create
practices and precedents while laying the foundattons of
Swedish social welfare policy. The gradual decline ¢n the
number of recorded formal meetings was offset, the Board
declared, by an intensification of informal contacts. An
additional reason for the decline was that the labor and
employer representatives sometimes chose to participate only
in the preparatory work on an &ssue but abstained from
joining in the actual formal dectsion. The reason for this
was that they did not want to commit themselves to &
particular stance on issues on which they might have to make
decisions later in another capactty. It should be added that
the two representatives participated in decision=-making on
far more issues than the minimum required by the agency's
instructions. This was because, according to the statement of
the Social Welfare Board, tt "was regarded as being of great
value to the Board to gain the support of the
representatives! expertence and judgment.™
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The Sgcdal Yelfare Council attached to the National Social

Welfare Board, which consisted of four sections =-- each with
15 members -- met less often than the board plus the LO and
SAF representatives. Because many of its members were not
residents of Stockholm and because of their large number, it
was considered a fairly costly and complicated matter to call
a meeting of the sections. The frequency of meetings can be
seen from the following table:

Table 2. Meetings of the Social Welfare Council, 1913-191933
Year Number of meetings Nunber of issues
1913 8 15

1914 5 9

1915 5 9

1916 8 m

1917 2 3

1918 2 5

1919 12 17

In the above statement, the National Social Welfare Board
matntained that it had found the Council's {nput valuable
tnot only through the expertise it has contributed to the
handling of issues, but also because a more detailed
awareness of the contents and purpose of tssues could be
communicated through members to circles interested in a
particular tssue, with the aim of eliminating prejudices,
preventing misunderstandings and awakening understanding."

_ The minutes of the Soclal Welfare Council from this period
are unfortunately not complete. The minutes that have
survived indicate, however, that direct conflicts were rare.
One particularly interesting example of this degree of
consensus can be taken from the 1916 minutes. In 1915 the
National Soctial Welfare Board had been entrusted with
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conducttng a study of what could be done through legislation
to prevent Sweden's increasingly intensive labor disputes.
For this purpose, the Board devised a complete draft of a
collective bargaining law. According to this law, a valid
collective bargatning contract would enjoy precedence over
individual labor agreements. It also proposed a separate
Labor Court and compulsory mediation of labor disputes.
purtng 1916 the draft law was discussed in the Social Welfare
Counctl's sectton for "workers' protection and worker issues
in general." According to the minutes, the chatrman of the
Trade Union Confederation (LO)} declared that "although no
direct need for legislatton of the present type has emerged
on the worker sitde, and just as little as for employers,
nonetheless neitther side was entitled simply to. reject the
government's calls for adoption of such legislation. And &n
the form this appeared in the present bill, it should be
largely acceptable to the workers."3% Given the fact that a
similar law, when pushed through Parltament by a
non-socialtst government &n 1928, triggered violent protests
from a united labor movement, this 1916 statement from the
chairman of LO was a remarkable indication of the kind of
mutual understanding that could be developed t&n these public

agencles.

As for the work of the Labor Council and the Industrial
Injuries Insurance Court, there §s nothing to indicate that
they did not function to the satisfaction of the state as
well as the employers and the trade unions. The usefulness of
the extsting law on working hours was debated at regular
intervals in Parliament until the end of the 1930s, but no
critteism of the Labor Council's work emerged. The other
court-like institution from this pertod, the Industrial
Injurtes Insurance Court, lasted until the 1970s 4n its

original form, datéing from 1919.
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Discussion

What conclusions can be drawn from this early corporative
1ns£1tutionalization of the Swedish political system? The
first thing that must be noted ts that in the current stage
of study, such conclusions have to be both preliminary and
speculative. But first of all, it is obvious that the
principle of corporative representatton was established well
before the principle of democratic representation in Sweden.
Several decades before the introduction of universal
suffrage, it seemed uncontroversial to appoint~working-class
representatives to national administrative agencies. In
formal terms, too, the corporative principle was tntroduced
before the democratic principle -- during 1903 in local
government and between 1906 and 1912 in the national civil
service. It must also be observed that the njabor question®
was the factor that triggered the introductton of corporative
instituttons. "The poor,™" a large géneral category of people’
who posed a bigger problem than the proletariat tn both
numerical and social welfare terms, wWere never considered for

. any representation. Nor d&d small farmers, another large

category of people, receive any corporative representation

until much later.

The above indicates that it was the grgapization of the
working class and the resulttngApotential threat to the
existing soclety that made it necessary to give workers some
kind of representation §n the political system. Third, it is
jmportant to observe that the principle of corporative
representation first emerged on the output side of the
polttical system, 1.e. on the admintstrative level. This part
of corporatism is often neglected in the modern 11terature.'
What appears to have made such representation necessary was
the difficulty of achieving the reguisite precision by using
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the tools avatlable to elected bodies (general legal
provisions), given the flexible and complex soctal conditions
that characterized the "labor question." If the legal rules
Wwere made suffictently exact, they often had unreasonable
consequences when applied in practice to individual cases.
Furthermore, condttions tn the area of desired tntervention
were 50 changeable that it was quite difficult to predict all
the situations in which a law could, or should, be
applicable. It was thus necessary to make the legal
provisions less precise in order to achieve the required
level of flexibtlity in applytng them. This, &n turn, gave
fairly large maneuvering room to the agency charged with
implementing the policy. It can be argued that with this type
of legislation, policy 4s actually shaped at the
administrative level,

How this room for discretion in the implementary stage was
uttlized was of cructal importance to the way that the groups
who were the target of a policy would perceive the legitimacy
of public regulations. This is an assumption based on the
concept that the leglitimacy of a government action &s both a
scarce and a necessary resource and ts not exc¢lusively -- or
even mainly -- based on the wording of general_legal
provisions. Instead, the legitimacy of polttical intervention
ts determined by the way it is implemented in individual

cases.,

Instead of giving the usual legally trained civil servants
this discretionary power, Parliament chose to give it to the
organizattons toward whose members the policy was aimed. If
this argument carrfies any weight, it points to an important
element of the power relationships between elected bodies and
organtzed interests -- that the power of elected bodtes t¢s
limited by the character of the instruments at its dtsposal,
namely the passing of general laws. Because of its specific
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institutional form, an elected assembly caﬁnot participate in
the actual implementation of the decisions it makes. If the
nature of the issue requires it to write legal provisions
that are fairly fmprecise, this must émply that the elected
assembly &s delegating power to those who implement the
policy. The elected assembly can, however, decide to give
this power to different types of tnstitutions, for example to
bureaucracies, professions or corporative organizations.
Durtng the period before the breakthrough of demccracy in
Sweden, a unified Parliament obviously had great confidence
in the ability of corporative organtzations to handle these

{ssues.

It furthermore appears as if this presentation of early
Swedish corporati{sm refutes the assumption that strong
special-interest organizattons forced their way into a
position of influence on public policy. Neither the labor
movement nor the employers had established any national
oéganizations at the time the firat proposals -on corporative
1n$titutions were presented in Swedish politics. Nor can one
see any evidence that a "strong public sector® created loyval
organizations from above, Instead, it appears as if a public
sector that was weak and fairly unsure of itself in these
areas established corporative institutions in an effort to
seek knowledge, information and legitimacy for the poltcies
it hoped would resolve the "labor question." Special-interest
groups do not seem to have had any hesitation about
participating, but there are no indications that they were
particularly eager for the public sector to establish
corporative organizations. It is somewhat surprising to note
that civil servants with traditional legal training strongly
demanded the establishment of corporatively structured
organizations connected to their work.




As for the long-term effects of this early corpdrative
{nstetutfonaltzation in the Swedish polity, a few comments
are necessary. First, it is notable how rapidly the principle
gatned general approval by all parties concerned. As for the
role of the employment offices, they are especially
interesting because they comprise the organizattonal embryo
of what would later become an "active labor policy" unique to
Sweden (Therborn, 19863 Rothstein, 1986, 1988b). The principles
established in 1903~07 still apply. Corporative institutions
were apparently effective in terms of gtving legitimacy to
their work. Nor should we underestimate the importance of the
fact that at the national level, the chatrmen of the Trade
Union Confederation and the Employers' Confederation met
practically every week 4n a joint effort to help solve
everyday public-sector problems related to tmplementing
various programs to resolve the labor question. At the local
level, we can only speculate about what tmpact it had when
representatives of organtzed labor and the employers together
succeeded in dealing with the often tntricate problems of
employment offjice operations.

This image of early cooperation and consensus in (certain
portions of) Swedish polttics must at least supplement the
tradttional description of this era as one characterized by
extremely tough soctal and political conflicts. It is thus
possible that the pragmatism, willingness to bargain and
compromise and absence of conflicts on matters of principle
said to characterize Swedish postwar politics have their
origins in the instituttonalization of corporative bodies
that began'back in the late 19th century.
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