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Abstract

The paper discusses the role of civil society for the development of the
Nordic welfare states. It begins with a definition of the welfare state and
outlines the characteristics of the so-called ‘Nordic’ or ‘Scandinavian welfare
model’ and tries to assess in what sense it can be described or understood as
a success. The historical role of civil society for the present characteristics of
the Nordic (welfare) model is — in the form of a general overview - briefly
spelled out, and the implications of the historically developed relationships
between civil society and the state for the functioning of the welfare states are
assessed. The paper ends with some comments on changes in civil society and
to what extent the Nordic welfare model may thus be challenged.

The paper sets out to show that the Nordic countries are examples —
historically and currently — of consensual democracies and ‘the politics of
compromise’ in which the comparatively efficient and successful tri-partite
relations between civil society (in particular the organizations in the labour
market) , business and the state have been crucial for the development of the
‘Nordic type’ of welfare state. The normative commitment to a comprehensive
welfare state is — in general - persistently strong among parties, organizations
and voters. ‘Corporatist’ arrangements, in which civil society plays an
important role, have been conducive to mutual trust-building, and conducive
to high levels of consensus on economic policy-making and welfare state
development and reforms. Economic structural change, demographic change
and globalization in all its aspects are factors which (also) in the Nordic
countries may inspire new forms of organizations appearing and new forms of

cooperation between civil society, the state and the market, within and beyond
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nations. So far, the Nordic (welfare) model has been resilient, and it is more
likely than not that it will remain resilient and, given its characteristics, be

capable of adapting to new challenges arising in a more globalized world.
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1. Introduction

Long before the British sociologist Anthony Giddens and then Prime
Minister Tony Blair and former President Bill Clinton embraced and
advocated the concept of ‘the third way’ (Giddens, 1998), Sweden’s political
development was characterized as ‘the middle way’ (Childs, 1936), and as
‘the politics of compromise’ (Rustow, 1955). Later, the Nordic countries
as a whole have been labelled ‘consensual democracies’ (Elder, Thomas
and Arter, 1982). An alternative conceptualization of the capitalist market
economies of Scandinavian countries has recently been formulated by Hall
and Soskice (2001): ‘coordinated market economies’ — as one important
variety of capitalism, and exemplified by Sweden and Germany, the other
most important variety being ‘liberal market economies’, exemplified by the
USA. Many countries would not fall into such nice and clean categories, and
would have elements of both varieties, and thus be, or moving towards, some
‘hybrid’ type. For example, it has been claimed that among the Scandinavian
countries, Denmark has in recent years adopted several elements of the liberal
market economy (Campbell and Pedersen, 2007).

In a way, these labels of ‘middle way’, ‘third way’, ‘consensual
democracies’, ‘politics of compromise’ and ‘coordinated market economies’
can be said to be indicative of the role of civil society in these countries:
consensus, compromise and coordination are perhaps more likely attributes of
democratic political systems with extensive civil societies, and — importantly
- where civil society generally is not acting antagonistically to the state, but is

largely cooperative and integrated in public policy-making and, indeed, often











































































