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Svensk sammanfattning (in Swedish) 

När demokrati och ekonomisk jämlikhet nu minskar i spåren av 
kapitalismens globalisering är det viktigt att utforska alternativa 
organisationsformer som kan bidra till att förändra denna utveckling. 
En sådan potential finns hos arbetskooperativ, ekonomiska föreningar 
som ägs och drivs demokratiskt av de som arbetar i organisationen. 
Syftet med denna avhandling är att utforska hur arbetskooperativ, i 
synnerhet i Sverige, konstrueras och organiseras av kooperativa 
medlemmar på sätt som kan göra motstånd mot kapitalism, medan 
kooperativen samtidigt verkar i och förhåller sig till kapitalism som 
kontext. De forskningsfrågor som besvaras i avhandlingen är:  
 

1) Hur presenterar medlemmar arbetskooperativ på sätt som 
relaterar till och gör motstånd mot aspekter av kapitalism?  
 

2) Hur organiserar svenska arbetskooperativ sig som motstånd mot 
aspekter av kapitalism, och vilka möjligheter och svårigheter 
möter arbetskooperativen i denna organisering? 

 
Det empiriska materialet i avhandlingen består av tre delar: (1) 
kvalitativt material från fem svenska arbetskooperativ, främst från 
intervjuer med medlemmar, (2) textmaterial från en internationell 
marknadsföringskampanj för att främja kooperativ, samt (3) 
andrahandsmaterial om tidsbanker, nätverk för utbyte av tjänster som 
värderas i tid i stället för pengar. Materialet analyseras utifrån ett 
Foucauldianskt perspektiv på makt och motstånd, där makt ses som en 
produktiv och cirkulerande kraft i ett nätverk av maktrelationer. 
Motstånd analyseras med hjälp av begreppen konstruktivt motstånd 
och kritiskt motstånd. Även begrepp såsom affekt, vänskap och 
temporalitet aktualiseras i avhandlingen. Analysen presenteras i fyra 
artiklar publicerade i eller inskickade till vetenskapliga tidskrifter. 
 
Resultatet visar att arbetskooperativen i studien konstrueras och 
organiseras som konstruktivt motstånd mot kapitalism genom 
praktiserandet av andra ideal här och nu. Kooperativ framställs som en 
bättre organisationsform än kapitalistiskt drivna företag, både för 
individer och samhälle, i synnerhet genom värderandet av frihet, 



 
 
 

 

demokratiskt självstyre och sociala snarare än ekonomiska ideal. De 
svenska arbetskooperativens konstruktiva motstånd inkluderar bland 
annat värdesättandet av arbete och tid som inte ger ekonomisk vinst 
men som bidrar till ett socialt och miljömässigt hållbart samhälle 
(Artikel IV), och praktiserandet av jämlikhet, demokrati och 
vänskapsrelationer istället för traditionellt kapitalistisk, hierarkisk 
styrning (Artikel III). Kooperativen strävar efter att sprida denna 
organisationsform och bidra till vidare samhällsförändring genom att 
föregå med gott exempel och visa att det går att organisera företag 
utifrån kooperativa snarare än kapitalistiska ideal (Artikel II). 
 
De svenska arbetskooperativen begränsas dock i sitt motstånd genom 
att agera inom den kontext som samtidigt utmanas. Till exempel 
uttrycker medlemmarna att de ibland kan behöva anpassa sig och likna 
mer konventionella företag för att få kunder, då den kooperativa 
organisationsformen inte alltid uppfattas som positiv (Artikel II). 
Kooperativen kan därmed riskera att reproducera aspekter av den 
makt de gör motstånd mot. Detta framkommer även i analysen av den 
internationella kampanjen för att främja kooperativ, där en nyliberal, 
kapitalistisk diskurs om vinst, tillväxt och entreprenörskap i viss mån 
reproduceras (Artikel I). Därutöver har både flexibilitet och 
emotionella värden införlivats i en nyliberal, kapitalistisk diskurs, 
värden som också arbetskooperativen betonar, vilket medför att 
kooperativens motståndspraktiker kan riskera att framhäva liknande 
ideal som makten (Artikel III och IV). 
 
Avhandlingen bidrar sammantaget till att öka förståelsen av hur 
arbetskooperativ och liknande organisationsformer kan bidra till social 
förändring genom att organisera arbete som ett slags konstruktivt 
motstånd mot kapitalism. Samtidigt synliggörs svårigheter med att 
utföra motstånd i en kontext som karaktäriseras av den makt som 
utmanas, vilket pekar på vikten av att inkludera ett kontextuellt 
perspektiv i forskning om motstånd och organisering för social 
förändring.
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1 Introduction 

[T]he whole society is built on this, that we must work more and more and 
more, or we should, the wheel should spin faster and faster. Growth is such 
a primary goal all the time, and the whole societal structure, the whole 
system, is built on us trying to push ourselves further, a little bit further, 
whatever we produce or do. And to work against it in an adequate way, it, 
it’s important both from an individual perspective and from a societal 
perspective, I think. (Member 1, Environment Co-op) 

 
When people around the globe are increasingly confronted with the 
challenges of rising economic inequalities and declining 
democratization, it becomes difficult to defend a position of business 
as usual. Since the 1980s, the countries of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) have faced a rapid 
increase in economic inequality, with today’s top 10% now being as 
wealthy as the entire bottom 90% (OECD, 2019, p. 70). The portion of 
national income that goes to workers through labor earnings is 
decreasing, while financial capitalism has brought an increase in the 
share of national income that goes to capital owners through 
compound interest (OECD, 2019, p. 66). Furtermore, 2019 is the 14th 
consecutive year of global decline in democracy and civil and political 
rights, according to the research institute Freedom House (2020). This 
decline is enhanced by the expanding influence of the capitalist market 
principle (Erixon et al., 2020, p. 11). Insofar as the values of economic 
equality and democracy are important, it is crucial to explore 
alternative ways of organizing social and economic practices that may 
increase democracy and challenge capitalism. This position is 
emphasized in the introductory quote above, expressed by a member 
of a Swedish worker cooperative interviewed for this dissertation. 
 
Wage-labor is one central way in which capital is redistributed in 
Western societies. The significant role of work through paid labor in 
the organizing of these societies has led some researchers to describe 
them as ‘work societies’ (Chamberlain, 2018; Christensen, 1983; Gorz, 
2001; Paulsen, 2010; Weeks, 2011). The monetary system and the 
division of labor have contributed to a societal order in which people in 
general are not self-sufficient, but use money to buy the necessary 
goods produced by someone else, often through globalized industries. 
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People can be understood to sell their ability to work voluntarily, since 
without wage-labor (or being capitalist themselves) they are cut off 
from the means of survival generated through money. Salaried work 
further ensures people’s purchasing power, which allows for the high 
consumption of overproduced goods that further reinforces the 
economic system of capitalism (see e.g. Paulsen, 2010). In the 
globalized market economy, cheap labor and continuous growth ensure 
a nation’s competitiveness compared to other nations.  
 
As early as the mid nineteenth century, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels 
(2009) stressed that labor in industrial capitalism causes alienation of 
the workers, who are cut off from the fruits of their labor, the act of 
production, the other workers and their human essence. Arguments 
that emphasize the inefficiency of democratic management contribute 
to reproducing a norm that work and economic business ought to be 
organized through hierarchies, management by the few and capitalist 
bureaucracy (Blaug, 2009). André Gorz (1990, p. 96) argues that 
emancipation to rescue workers from alienation must include three 
organizational dimensions: (1) that the whole work process is 
organized by those who carry out the work, (2) that the goal of the 
production is set by the workers themselves, and (3) that the 
production assists the development of those who participate in it. It is 
not enough to make work autonomous in one of these dimensions; all 
three criteria have to be met.  
 
Worker cooperatives (co-ops) offer one way of organizing work with the 
potential to comprise emancipation from the alienation of capitalist 
wage-labor according to these dimensions – at least according to their 
legal organizational form. In worker co-ops, the workers are in control 
(Rothschild and Whitt, 1986), which means that both the first and the 
second criteria for the unalienating aspects of work are met. The ones 
who carry out the work – the co-op members – cooperate in the 
organizing of work, and the goals are set by the collective of co-op 
members through joint decision-making. When it comes to the third 
point, that work ought to assist in the development of workers, this 
depends on what the co-op members have chosen to do. If this criterion 
is not met, it is up to the co-op members to change it, insofar as they 
administer the organizing of the work.  
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These characteristics of worker co-ops further mean that they 
contribute to economic democracy. Formally, worker co-ops are 
democratically owned and governed by the working members 
according to the principle of ‘one person – one vote’ (Spear, 2004, p. 
33). In Sweden, the legal form of economic association most suitable 
for co-ops asserts that each member owns an equal share; it is not 
possible to distribute the ownership unequally. The members are the 
point of departure in co-ops, where member benefits rather than profit 
accumulation are the priority. People rent (lend) capital, rather than 
capital renting (employing) workers, which excludes the potential of 
external capital owners controlling the workers (Witkowsky et al., 
2015). Or, in Yohanan Stryjan’s words, ‘based as they are on personal 
association rather than on capital association, and on membership 
rather than on property rights, cooperative organizations deviate from 
the mainstream’ (Stryjan, 1994b, p. 70, emphasis in original). Thereby, 
worker co-ops actualize not only the question of how to organize work, 
but also how to organize democratic societies. Erik Olin Wright (2013), 
for example, argues that worker co-ops comprise a real utopia, where 
the ideals of equality, solidarity and democracy challenge the ways in 
which capitalism undermine solidarity and equality by endorsing 
competition and uneven distribution of power, opportunities and 
resources. 
 
The organizational form of worker co-ops has its roots in 1844, when a 
group of community members in Rochdale, England, sought to 
strengthen their position vis-à-vis industrial capitalism and founded 
what is generally considered to be the first modern co-op (ICA, 2020c). 
Departing from the Rochdale consumer co-op, the International Co-
operative Alliance (ICA) adopted general ‘cooperative’ values in 1995 
that today guide the work of co-ops around the globe, including: self-
help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity and solidarity. 
In addition, seven cooperative principles are outlined, namely:  
 

1) voluntary and open membership,  
 

2) democratic member control,  
 

3) member economic participation,  
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4) autonomy and independence,  

 
5) education, training and information,  

 
6) cooperation among cooperatives, and  

 
7) concern for community (ICA, 2020a).  

 
There are many examples of how co-ops following these values and 
principles can contribute to social and economic development. Co-ops 
have contributed to empowerment for African American communities 
(Nembhard, 2014) and the landless rural worker movement in 
Argentina (Robles, 2019), and have aided economic development in 
India (Sapovadia and Patel, 2012), to name just a few examples. In 
Sweden, co-ops have been important in increasing democratization 
(Vamstad, 2012). Being a country with a high level of gender equality 
in global comparison, the governing boards of co-ops are nonetheless 
even more gender equal than those of joint-stock companies in Sweden 
(Mann, 2020). Co-ops can also be an important factor in reaching the 
Millennium Development Goals stated by the UN, for example by 
contributing to poverty reduction through economic development 
characterized by equity (Birchall, 2004).  
 
In general, then, the historical roots of cooperation, the possibility to 
overcome alienation and these more recent examples of empowerment 
highlight the potential of organizing co-ops as a way to resist 
exploitation and inequalities related to different forms of power 
relations. Studying worker co-ops as resistance, as I do in this 
dissertation,1 actualizes classical sociological questions of social change 
and the relation between agency and structure. It can shed light on the 
situated potential for processes of social change by encompassing 

 
1 The understanding of worker co-ops as resistance against capitalism also comprises a 
main finding of the present study, as it has developed throughout the research process and 
analysis. The research questions raised in this introduction are the questions that were 
‘answered at the end of the research process – not always the ones you started out with’ 
(Karlsson and Bergman, 2017, p. 12). This process is discussed in chapter 3 of this 
dissertation concerning the analysis of the generated empirical material. 
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relationships in transformation (Tilly, 1984). More specifically, this 
research interest connects to the emerging field of resistance studies 
that illuminates social change by investigating the dynamic and 
complex tensions between different forms of power and resistance (see 
e.g. Allan, 2019; Amoore, 2005; Baaz et al., 2016; Bayat, 2000; 
Chenoweth and Stephan, 2011; Courpasson and Vallas, 2016; 
Duncombe, 2002; Hollander and Einwohner, 2004; Hoy, 2004; Scott, 
1985; Sørensen and Vinthagen, 2012; Tarrow et al., 2002).  
 
Exploring the resistance potential of worker co-ops does not singularly 
encompass a ‘saying no’ to power, but can largely be understood as a 
project in line with a ‘sociology for optimists’ by focusing on capacities 
to strive for social change (Holmes, 2016). Depicted differently, such a 
study encompasses an attempt to transcend negativity-oriented critical 
theorizing in favor of ‘the choice to bring marginalized, hidden and 
alternative economic activities to light in order to make them more real 
and more credible as objects of policy and activism’ (Gibson-Graham, 
2008, p. 613). Healthcare co-ops in Sweden have been previously 
identified as offering such an opening for alternative organizing for 
social change (Enlund, 2020, p. 43). But can we know for sure that 
worker co-ops comprise such economic practices and activism that 
could bring forth social change, for example by offering an alternative 
to capitalism? Calling for caution, Johnston Birchall writes:   
 

The truth is that cooperatives are not a stage on the road to something else. 
They are what they are; people-centred businesses that can, under the right 
circumstances, enable people to pool their assets, talents and energies in 
such a way that they can, collectively, meet their own needs. Yet the 
argument in favour of cooperatives must not be overstated. We must be 
vigilant against the danger of “essentialist” thinking, which conflates 
organisations that exist in real life with a shadowy, Platonic form that is 
regarded as essentially good. (Birchall, 2004, p. 95) 

 
This highlights the idea that cooperative values and principles offer 
guidance, whereas worker co-ops can be constructed and organized in 
many different ways. There are no legal consequences for co-ops that 
do not follow the cooperative principles. The legal organizational 
forms, available for worker co-ops according to different countries’ 
business regulations, set known and explicit frames for the organizing 
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of worker co-ops. The internal organizing of worker co-ops in practice, 
however, is not as easy to determine. As Stryjan acknowledges, ‘once 
established, cooperatives are organizations by their own right, and not 
merely projections of a movement or a social trend’ (Stryjan, 1994a, p. 
570). Such organizing consists ultimately of social and materializing 
interaction between the members who together manage the 
organizations. In order to express how these organizations are being 
enacted in practice, besides the legal organizational form, worker co-
ops themselves must be explored empirically. 
 
In their organizing, worker co-ops do not exist in a vacuum but are 
contextually embedded economic organizations (Alvarez and Robin, 
2001, p. 2005; Granovetter, 1992). Acting on competitive economic 
markets, for example, could have a bearing on worker co-ops’ internal 
practices. This may be even more so if the organizational form is a 
minority in this context. Worker co-ops engaged in capitalist markets 
outside of the welfare sector in particular participate in competitive 
capitalist contexts just like other forms of businesses. According to the 
widespread ‘degeneration thesis’, worker co-ops risk becoming more 
similar to capitalist-oriented businesses when experiencing increased 
size and success (Bretos, Errasti and Marcuello, 2019a; Cornforth, 
1995). The prevalence of hierarchical ideals in the surrounding society 
may also influence the democratic practices within co-ops (Evans, 
2007). This raises the question of how worker co-ops organize 
resistance to capitalism against the backdrop of their position as a 
marginal organizational form in contexts where capitalist enterprises 
dominate. 
 
In Sweden, worker co-ops are and have been marginal. Workers who 
together own and govern their work organization comprise an 
alternative way of organizing economic activities that differs from the 
mainstream. The legal organizational form of economic association,2 

 
2 Formally, the legal organizational form of economic association is a member-based form 
of organization, where each member has one vote, that requires three partners (persons or 
organizations) or more to set up the organization. It must be registered with Bolagsverket, 
but no specific starting capital is demanded, compared to joint-stock companies. Member 
benefits are outlined as the main purpose of economic associations, and the members must 
participate in the economic activity of the association, either as consumers, users, 
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most common for Swedish worker co-ops,3 is one of the least common 
forms of work organizations in Sweden. Economic associations made 
up only about 1.3% of the total registered businesses in 2019. 
Compared to joint-stock companies with around 615,000 registered 
businesses, and around 300,000 sole proprietorships, only about 
14,000 of the registered businesses are economic associations 
(Bolagsverket, 2020). Since not all economic associations are co-ops, 
and not all co-ops are worker co-ops, worker co-ops are even fewer in 
number. Despite an increase, with an average of 700 newly registered 
economic associations each year between 2000 and 2019 
(Bolagsverket, 2020), they are still comparatively few. There are 
several possible explanations for why worker co-ops are so 
marginalized, despite a strong tradition of consumer and producer co-
ops in Sweden (where the members are consumers and producers 
rather than workers) (Vamstad, 2012). For one, the strong labor 
movement and trade unions protect the interests of workers as 
workers, but not particularly as employer-owners (Dellenbrant, 1985; 
Rothstein, 2012, p. 41). Worker co-ops are in a somewhat precarious 
position between the public and private in the Swedish economy 
(Enlund, 2020), and can even be described as located ‘between market 
and politics’ (Pestoff, 1991). The marginalization of worker co-ops is 
also reflected in the rare mentions of economic democracy and worker 
co-ops in public political debate (Rothstein, 2012, p. 11). In a market 
survey of the Swedish public’s awareness of co-ops, one in two 
respondents reported being unfamiliar with the notion of ‘cooperative 
businesses’ (Ahlqvist, Grundqvist and Wennö, 2017).  
 

 
producers, workers, investors or similar. All members who join the association are obliged 
to pay membership dues but are not economically responsible for eventual debts taken on 
by the association. The economic association requires a selected governing board and at 
least one accountant, although associations that practice direct, participatory democracy can 
have a formal governing board that does not make operational decisions (Bolagsverket, 
2012). 

3 Worker co-ops can in practice be organized in other legal organizational forms than the 
economic association, such as joint-stock enterprises, insofar as they organize themselves 
in line with the cooperative principles and practice shared ownership and democratic 
decision-making for the workers. But such businesses are rare, still require the prioritization 
of profit, and are not usually included in studies on worker cooperation (Mann, 2018). 
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However, increasing interest in worker co-ops in Sweden actualizes the 
relevance of exploring how such businesses organize themselves in 
relation to the capitalist contexts in which they operate. Some political 
initiatives in Sweden have recently supported co-ops by making their 
required administration easier (Civilutskottets betänkande 
2017/18:CU25, 2017) and aiding worker co-ops whose members are 
primarily people distanced from the regular labor market (Regeringen, 
2018). The Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth (Sw. 
Tillväxtverket) is engaged in carrying out the government initiative to 
support development of rehabilitation-oriented worker co-ops and 
other forms of social businesses (Tillväxtverket, n.d.). Co-ops are also 
presently being encouraged in the welfare sector (Mann and Wingborg, 
2015; Proposition 2015/16:4, 2015), and several motions on employee 
ownership have been raised, not least during 2020 (Svensk 
Kooperation, 2020). Economic democracy and employee ownership 
through cooperation have also begun to be included in the policy 
programs of some political parties, such as the feminist left-wing party 
Feministiskt Initiativ (2020) and the conservative right-wing party 
Kristdemokraterna (2015). This upturn in political interest contrasts 
with a relatively long silence regarding issues of economic democracy 
in Sweden. The discontinuation of the wage-earners’ investment funds 
(Sw. löntagarfonder) in the beginning of the 1990s is often presented 
as the end of the most serious recent debate on the issue in Sweden 
(Rothstein, 2012, p. 9; Whyman, 2004). However, that debate focused 
on strengthening wage-earners’ influence in the private economic 
sector and thereby issued a different, more indirect form of economic 
democracy than the direct ownership and management encompassed 
by worker cooperation.4  
 
The recent increased interest in cooperation is also found in other areas 
of society. The organization Svensk Kooperation (2019) launched a 
new ‘code’ for cooperative management in 2019, with simplified 
guidelines regarding some important aspects of cooperative organizing 

 
4 In short, the initiative of wage-earners’ investment funds included turning part of the profit 
of large Swedish enterprises into stocks transferred to wage-earners’ investment funds, 
democratically managed by a majority of wage-earner representatives, in practice through 
trade unions. 
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in Sweden, as a way to raise the bar and set a standard for the joint 
quality of the cooperative model in Sweden.5 Svensk Kooperation is an 
organization formed by some of the biggest co-ops in Sweden with the 
purpose to promote and spread knowledge about cooperation. In 2019, 
Patrik Witkowsky and Mattias Göthberg started Centrum för 
personalägande (Centre for Employee Ownership). One important 
part of their work is to promote a Swedish model for employee 
ownership inspired by the ESOPs, Employee Stock Ownership Plans, 
common in the USA (Witkowsky, 2018). In 2015, Witkowsky was also 
a producer of a documentary on economic democracy, titled ‘Can We 
Do It Ourselves?’ (Witkowsky et al., 2015). The economist Sophie 
Nachemson-Ekwall (2018) has held numerous presentations of her 
report on employee ownership published in 2018 by the Swedish think 
tank Global utmaning. Further, starting in 2017, a research group 

 
5 The code, consisting of eight principles, is mainly directed towards larger co-ops, but still 
relevant to understand recent developments regarding cooperation in Sweden. Compared 
to the cooperative values and principles outlined by the International Co-operative Alliance, 
the code provided by Svensk Kooperation has a more practical and clearly more detailed 
approach, for example stating how certain roles in the co-ops should be upheld and how the 
bureaucracy could be carried out. In contrast, the cooperative principles of the International 
Co-operative Alliance have a more political aspect, stating the values according to which 
cooperatives should work, and not particularly how specific procedures should be carried 
out. Another difference is that if co-ops join the code launched by Svensk Kooperation, this 
is binding for them. The co-ops must report yearly on how they follow the code.  
 
The eight principles of the code launched by Svensk Kooperation include guiding comments 
regarding how to implement them. The first principle on purpose and member benefits 
means that co-ops should make sure that the organizing benefits the members in several 
ways according to their democratic views. Secondly, co-ops should work to ensure member 
influence at several levels, through elections of representatives and transparency in the 
cooperative. The third principle concerns member participation in the business’s value 
making, referring to the importance of members participating in the co-op both through an 
owner relation and a business relation. Principle four comments on the yearly meeting and 
how those should be conducted in the best way. The fifth principle concerns the role of the 
co-op’s nomination committee for nominations to the governing boards. The sixth principle 
focuses on the board, its purpose, and composition of participants, including transparency 
for those involved. Economic compensation for leading position is covered by the seventh 
principle, stating that it should be clearly expressed how such compensation is distributed. 
Last but not least, the eight principle concerns how revision should be carried out, risks 
assessed and internal control conducted yearly by members outside of the board (Svensk 
Kooperation, 2019). 
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consisting of Nora Räthzel, Ragnar Lundström and Diana Mulinari was 
granted funding by the Swedish Research Council (Sw. 
Vetenskapsrådet) for a research project on the everyday practices of 
co-ops in Sweden, Spain and Great Britain (Umeå Universitet, 2016).  
 
This upturn in political and societal interest indicates that worker co-
ops are increasingly relevant in Swedish society, creating a need to 
know more about how such businesses are organized in practice. 
Nevertheless, the alternative of worker cooperation is still somewhat 
veiled in Sweden, which is also reflected in the lack of research on the 
issue. Exploring the organizing of worker co-ops in Sweden can 
increase knowledge about the practices, possibilities and difficulties of 
alternative ways of organizing work, and by extension, society, 
compared to the often taken-for-granted dominance of capitalist 
organizing. Studying such initiatives that may contribute to social 
change in capitalist contexts has become increasingly relevant from a 
democratic perspective as well, due to the expansion of globalized 
neoliberal capitalism. 
 

Already now there are a multitude of experiments going on aiming to prove 
that alternative economic arrangements work […] and to make [these 
arrangements] a reality. In this exploration of what the economy can 
handle, entrepreneurs play a decisive role. We should therefore pay more 
attention to these quasi-radicals’ influence on societal development. For it 
is they, with good points and bad points, who run the processes that we 
previously entrusted to the representative democracy, and it is about time 
for us to admit it. (Palmås, 2011, p. 137, my translation from Swedish) 

 
In other words, with the expanding influence of globalization, 
capitalism and related market forces, Karl Palmås argues that the 
power of representative democracy as manager of societal 
transformation and change has been increasingly transferred to market 
economic contexts. For that reason, grassroots initiatives in such 
contexts that determine how to organize the economy in practice have 
come to comprise important voices and expressions of democracy. This 
dissertation can thereby be understood as an investigation of how 
democratic enactments of alternative economic arrangements, such as 
worker co-ops, raise calls for social change and relate to and resist the 
current power of capitalism.  
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Purpose and research question 
The purpose of this dissertation is to explore how worker cooperatives, 
primarily in Sweden, are constructed and organized by co-operators in 
ways that can resist capitalism, while at the same time having to relate 
to capitalism as the context in which they operate. To fulfil this 
purpose, the following questions are posed: 
 

1) How do co-operators’ presentations of worker co-ops relate to 
and resist aspects of capitalism?  

 
2) How do Swedish worker cooperatives organize themselves as 

resistance to aspects of capitalism, and what possibilities and 
difficulties do they face in that organizing? 

 

Concept clarifications 
Some clarifications can help to elucidate the terms and concepts used 
in the purpose and research questions. This section briefly presents the 
initial conceptualizations of capitalism and resistance and constructing 
and organizing worker co-ops. These clarifications should be read as 
early applied perspectives and theoretical points of departure, rather 
than a thorough discussion of the actual theoretical concepts used in 
the analysis (which is offered in chapters 4 and 5). 
 

Constructing and organizing worker co-ops 

The notion of constructing worker co-ops, included in the research 
purpose, is related to the employed ontological and epistemological 
perspective of social constructionism (further discussed in chapter 3). 
This perspective asserts that meanings and facts about reality are 
formed through discursive and material social processes (Searle, 1996), 
which means that practices form materializing discourses, which in 
turn influence further practices. Such processes of socially constructing 
reality are, for example, part of co-operators’ presentations and 
linguistic constructions of worker co-ops, a focus of the first research 
question.  
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The notion of organizing, included in the second research question, 
also encompasses processes of social constructions, but with a specific 
interest in the coordination of worker co-ops as organizations. 
Compared to other forms of social entities such as social movements,6 
organizations comprise formally coordinated processes of human 
action (Barnard, 1938). The notion of organizing is employed in this 
dissertation as a verb, in line with the work by Karl E. Weick (1979), 
referring to the processes whereby organizations are structured 
according to mutual expectations based on the content of formal and 
informal roles. Organizing can be described as processes of assembling 
‘ongoing interdependent actions into sensible sequences that generate 
sensible outcomes’ (Weick, 1979, p. 3). Thus, the notions of presenting, 
constructing and organizing worker co-ops are understood in a broad 
sense, which allows room for the application of more specific theories 
and concepts depending on what appears as particularly interesting 
and relevant in the analysis of the empirical material. In other words, 
the aspects that become central for in-depth analysis in the articles of 
the dissertation will be elucidated throughout the research process. 
 

Capitalism 

Similar to the approach that is open to varying aspects of constructing 
and organizing worker co-ops, the analysis of empirical material also 
has an impact on which aspects of capitalism are focused on in this 
dissertation. Some key characteristics of capitalism can, however, be 
highlighted at this point. At its core, capitalism is characterized by the 
dominating principle of profit accumulation, or more specifically, an 
‘imperative to unlimited accumulation of capital by formally peaceful 
means’ (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007, p. 4). Capitalism emphasizes a 
primacy of monetary value and ‘a duty of the individual toward the 

 
6 Aside from organizations, another social entity is the social movement. Despite the 
potential of cooperation to bring about social change and expressions such as ‘the 
cooperative movement’ (Williams, 2007), the phenomenon is not understood as a social 
movement in this thesis. Social movements are based on informal network relations with 
looser social bonds than coordinated collective action within the boundaries of specific 
organizations (see e.g. della Porta and Diani, 2006; Goodwin et al., 2003; Nick, 2002; 
Tarrow, 1998; Yates, 2015). The informal character of relations within networks differs from 
how worker co-ops are structured, as formal organizations characterized by set boundaries. 



 

 
 
 

22 

increase of his capital, which is assumed as an end in itself’ (Weber, 
1968, p. 51). In the late eighteenth century, industrial capitalism 
entered the stage with full force, with a capitalist mode of production 
based on private ownership of the means of production, wage-based 
labor, capital accumulation, commodification and market competition 
(Marx, 1867). Capitalism has since developed into a globalized and 
multifaceted economic system enacted through a multitude of practices 
in numerous societal spheres across the globe (see e.g. Adam, 1998; 
Aspers, 2011; Chamberlain, 2013; Crary, 2013; Harris, 2016; Harvey, 
2006; Illouz, 2007; Paulsen, 2010).  
 
Since the 1980s, capitalism has further developed together with 
neoliberalism, which augments and strengthens the view that ‘an 
unfettered (or largely unfettered) capitalist market is the best and most 
efficient way for an economy to be run’ (May, 2012, p. 4). As such, 
neoliberal capitalism favors larger reliance on capitalist market 
mechanisms than the post-World War II Keynesian welfare state 
capitalism, which put more emphasis on government interventions in 
the economy and the state’s role in ensuring citizen welfare (May, 
2012). Such development is found in many countries, including 
Sweden, as will become clear in chapter 2.  
 
It is not only market mechanisms that are promoted by neoliberal 
capitalism, but also discourses of entrepreneurship, rationality, self-
confidence and freedom (Brown, 2015; Hamann, 2009; Harvey, 2005; 
Klein, 2007; Kotsko, 2018; Springer, 2016). In line with the employed 
social constructionist perspective, neoliberal capitalism can be 
understood as both material and discursive. This is exemplified by the 
capitalist view on nature as a resource that can be exploited for short-
term profit, which in practice is reflected in neglect of environmental 
protection in the undertakings of capitalist enterprises (Adam, 1998). 
Discourse is in this thesis understood from a Foucauldian perspective 
as being intertwined with power, with the productive ability to draw 
boundaries, attempt to fixate meaning, construct certain forms of 
knowledge as true and delegitimize others, and even produce subjects 
and the appropriate agency for those subjects (Foucault, 1981). 
Discourse also functions as a justificatory legitimation of power. For 
example, the incorporation of emotional logics in capitalist discourse 
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has been identified as an attempt to justify free market capitalism as 
utilitarian, which thereby motivates people’s engagement in capitalist 
practices (Illouz, 2007; Reber, 2012). Similarly, neoliberalism 
reproduces itself through justifications with freedom at the core: 
 

the key concept in neoliberalism’s attempt at self-legitimation is freedom, 
which neoliberalism defines in deeply individualistic terms that render 
market competition the highest actualization of human liberty. (Kotsko, 
2018, p. 10) 

 
Neoliberal capitalist discourse comprises a dominant discursive nexus 
of power/knowledge that constitutes a view on subjects as free and self-
interested Homo Economicus, producing certain conceptions about 
individuals’ actions (Peters, 2016; Turken et al., 2016). In this sense, 
neoliberal capitalist discourse poses specific problems for resistance 
against it. For example, Todd May (2012) identifies two main subject 
figures produced by neoliberal capitalist discourse, namely the 
consumer and the entrepreneur, which emphasize self-interest, 
individualism and profit in terms of present entertainment and future 
returns on investment, respectively. May argues that ‘the dominance of 
individualism’, augmented by these neoliberal subject figures, ‘has 
hindered any collective movement of struggle against the neoliberal 
order’ (May, 2012, p. 52). Furthermore, as subjects are being 
constituted as already free in neoliberal capitalist discourse, there is a 
risk that resistance against capitalism is seeking that same freedom, 
which might strengthen rather than challenge the power of capitalism 
(Hoy, 2004, p. 1). Or, as expressed on the cover of Adam Kotsko’s 
(2018) book on neoliberalism’s promise of freedom, ‘that freedom is a 
trap: we have just enough freedom to be accountable for our failings, 
but not enough to create genuine change’. This risk of reproducing 
neoliberal capitalism is taken into consideration in the present 
research purpose through the acknowledgment that worker co-ops 
practicing resistance to capitalism also have to relate to capitalism as 
the context in which they operate. What, then, does the concept of 
resistance refer to? 
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Resistance 

A general feature of different conceptualizations of resistance is that 
resistance refers to an action related to some kind of constraint, and a 
possibility of opposing this constraint (Hollander and Einwohner, 
2004). Besides these general characteristics, the definition of 
resistance varies based on how it opposes power and which form(s) of 
power, domination, oppression or exploitation the resistance 
challenges (Baaz et al., 2016). David Courpasson and Steven Vallas 
acknowledge this variety in the introduction to The SAGE Handbook of 
Resistance: 
 

resistance constitutes a dynamic phenomenon that can occur at multiple 
levels and can take multiple forms. It may or may not reflect conscious 
intent. It may or may not succeed in renegotiating the claims that elites can 
make on their subordinates. It may or may not harbor a conception of an 
alternative order, in however inchoate or fantastic a state. (Courpasson and 
Vallas, 2016, p. 7) 

 
This description indicates that resistance can be enacted in many 
different ways, with or without intentionality, success and/or an 
imagined alternative to the present state of affairs. Some examples of 
previously identified forms of resistance that vary in these aspects are 
everyday resistance (Scott, 1985), discursive resistance (Foucault, 
1990), constructive resistance (Sørensen, 2016) and critical resistance 
(Hoy, 2004). In order to explore worker co-ops’ resistance to 
capitalism in a way that is sensitive to the empirical material, the 
resistance concept(s) employed in this dissertation will depend on what 
emerges as fruitful and applicable through the analysis of the empirical 
material. This process is further explained in the methodology chapter 
(chapter 3). Brief notions on the specific resistance concepts that are 
eventually being set to work are indicated in the next section, which 
clarifies the disposition of the dissertation. 
 
Thus far, I have introduced the aim of the dissertation, which focuses 
on the relation between worker co-ops and capitalism, and briefly 
clarified some relevant concepts, such as social constructionism, 
organizing, capitalism and resistance. These concepts are discussed in 
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more detail in the methodological, theoretical and analytical chapters 
of the dissertation (chapters 3–5). 
 

Structure of the dissertation 
In this introductory chapter, I have thus far discussed the aim of the 
thesis, argued for its relevance and importance and clarified some 
initial theoretical concepts. Following this section on disposition, the 
first chapter continues with a summary of the four articles of the 
dissertation. This dissertation is a compilation thesis, which means 
that the results of the study are presented in four different articles 
published or submitted for publication in international, peer-reviewed 
scientific journals. The four articles are included at the end of the 
printed version of the thesis. In addition to the articles, the dissertation 
consists of six chapters, which include discussions on research 
purpose, background, methodology, theory, as well as the articles and 
the concluding results of the dissertation as a whole.  
 
The second chapter provides a background on worker co-ops and how 
this organizational form relates to other forms of co-ops that are 
excluded from the scope of this dissertation. The occurrence of worker 
co-ops internationally is discussed in the chapter, while the main focus 
is on the Swedish context and why worker co-ops are not more common 
in Sweden. The second chapter also includes considerations of previous 
research of relevance to the present research aim, which supplements 
the more specific research discussed in the four articles in relation to 
the argument put forward in each article. 
 
Thirdly, the methodology chapter (chapter 3) includes discussion on 
the epistemological assumptions associated with social 
constructionism, and the particular methods employed in order to fulfil 
the aim of the thesis. Three empirical cases are presented: (1) an 
international marketing campaign intended to promote worker 
cooperation launched by the ICA, the main global organization for co-
ops; (2) five Swedish worker co-ops; and (3) the case of timebanks, 
network-based exchange services. Important ethical considerations 
and reflections on the role of the researcher are discussed in relation to 
the research process. Further, the analytical methods are discussed, 
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including how specific theoretical concepts are engaged in the analysis 
after the first research steps of generating the empirical material and 
initially coding the same. This feature of the research process is 
reflected in the structure of the dissertation. Rather than having a 
separate chapter on theory, theory and analysis are discussed in two 
joint chapters. The methodology chapter is thus followed by chapters 4 
and 5 which comprise analytical discussions of the theorizing in the 
articles and the articles’ results.  
 
Chapter 4 includes discussion on one of the main findings of the 
articles, namely how Swedish worker co-ops are organized as 
resistance to capitalism, particularly understood through the 
theoretical concept of constructive resistance. This concept is discussed 
in detail in this chapter, as well as how the worker co-ops’ practices 
involve such constructive resistance. Additionally, the chapter includes 
discussion of the Foucauldian concept of power set to work in the 
analysis as well as theoretical notions of knowledge, emotional 
capitalism, temporality, affect and friendship. This includes discussion 
on the ways in which the co-ops’ resistance challenge different 
configurations of power associated with capitalim and how the analysis 
point towards the importance of taking context into consideration 
when exploring resistance. 
 
The fifth chapter concerns the issue of social change, the importance of 
which is augmented by the articles’ results on the relation between 
power and resistance in the organizing and constructing of worker co-
ops. Specifically, the discussion focuses on how the co-operators 
articulate the cooperative organizing as a form of freedom vis-à-vis the 
depicted undesired forms of power targeted with their resistance. The 
employed theoretical perspective on social change is discussed, as well 
as how worker co-ops’ practices can be understood from that 
perspective. The chapter ends with a section on the concept of critical 
resistance. 
 
Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation with a discussion of the main 
conclusions based on the four articles and the theoretical and analytical 
discussions provided in the dissertation. Here, I relate the conclusions 
to previous research, which clarifies the contribution of the present 
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dissertation, and discuss limitations of the study and implications for 
further research.  
 
Lastly, the gaze is turned towards the future with the epilogue in 
chapter 7, with speculations on some possible ways to understand how 
worker co-ops may contribute to wider social change in the long run, 
and what kind of societal transformations that might entail. Following 
these chapters, the four articles end the printed version of the 
dissertation. They are also summarized in the next section. 
 

Summaries of the articles 
The four articles of the dissertation are briefly summarized in this 
section and in the overview in Table 1 below. The aim in this summary 
is to briefly inform the reader about the content of the articles, while 
the theoretical and methodological decisions and processes are 
discussed more thoroughly in the articles themselves and in the 
upcoming chapters of the dissertation. The summary indicates which 
research question(s) the articles mainly concern. The concluding 
answers to the research questions are, however, based on the joint 
analysis brought together in its entirety, as conducted throughout the 
articles and the dissertation’s theoretical and analytical chapters.  
 
As shown in Table 1 below, the articles have important similarities but 
also differences, due to the varying research questions, empirical 
material and theoretical and analytical themes in focus. For example, 
Article I comprises an international case – an international marketing 
campaign launched by the ICA intended to promote the cooperative 
form – while the other three articles concern Swedish worker co-ops. 
In addition, Article IV complements the analysis of worker co-ops by 
also encompassing the case of timebanks, network-based exchange 
services where the exchange value is time, not money (where one 
earns/uses time units for exchanged services). Timebanks encompass 
an alternative way of organizing related to worker co-ops through the 
shared potential to challenge capitalism. The empirical cases are 
further discussed in the methodology chapter. 
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In Table 1, some of the numbers in the column concerning the thesis’s 
research questions are given in bold. This emphasis is intended to 
display the relative relevance of each research question in the article 
when the article addresses both of the main research questions. 
 
Table 1 Overview of the four articles. 
 
Articles The 

thesis’s 
research 
questions 
 

Empirical 
cases 

Methods  Main 
theoretical 
concepts 

Article I 1 International 
marketing 
campaign 
promoting co-
ops 

Discourse 
analysis of 
public 
campaign 
material  
 

Critical 
resistance, 
affect, power 

Article II 1, 2 Five Swedish 
worker co-ops 

Analysis of 
mainly 
qualitative 
interviews 
 

Constructive 
resistance, 
knowledge-
making, power 
 

Article III 1, 2 Five Swedish 
worker co-ops 

Analysis of 
mainly 
qualitative 
interviews 
 

Constructive 
resistance, 
friendship 
culture, 
friendship 
compliance 
 

Article IV 1, 2 Five Swedish 
worker co-ops 
and examples 
of timebanks 

Analysis of 
mainly 
qualitative 
interviews 
and second-
hand 
material on 
timebanks 
 

Constructive 
resistance, 
power,  
capitalist 
temporality,  
clock time, 
commodi-
fication of time 
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Article I 
The first article, ‘Campaigning for Cooperatives as Resistance to 
Neoliberal Capitalism’, is sole-authored and published in the Journal 
of Political Power in 2017 following a double-blind peer review 
process. 7 Article I focuses on research question 1 on how co-operators’ 
presentations of worker co-ops relate to and resist aspects of 
capitalism. The article broadens the investigation of worker 
cooperation by exploring an international case, whereas the following 
three articles mainly concern Swedish worker co-ops. Specifically, the 
article contains a discourse analysis of how worker co-ops are 
presented in relation to neoliberal capitalist discourse and capitalist-
oriented private enterprises in a global marketing campaign by the ICA. 
The specific research questions answered in the article are: How does 
the discursive promotion of cooperation relate to the dominant 
discourse of neoliberal capitalism? How is the cooperative alternative 
constructed through discursive articulations of affect and economic-
rational reasoning in relation to neoliberal capitalist discourse? 
 

Method and material 

The analyzed material consists of an international marketing campaign 
that promotes the organizational form of co-ops, launched by the ICA, 
the main international organization for promoting and supporting co-
ops around the world. The campaign material was published online on 
the ICA’s website with the intention that co-ops can use it to promote 
and spread worker cooperation. The campaign discourse is analyzed 
through a discourse analysis inspired by Laclau and Mouffe’s (2001) 
Discourse Theory (DT).  
 

 
7 The website on which the article is published states that the article was received by the 
journal on 24 May 2017 and accepted the following day, 25 May 2017. This might indicate 
too little time for a double-blind peer review process where the author and the referees are 
anonymized in relation to each other. However, the article is published as part of a special 
issue for which the peer review process was set up by the editor of the special issue, Mona 
Lilja, before submission on 24 May 2017. At that point, the article had already gone through 
the peer review process, and was finally uploaded to the journal’s database. 
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Theory 

The discourse analysis investigates how co-ops are constructed and 
promoted in the campaign discourse in relation to neoliberal capitalist 
discourse and other forms of businesses. The theoretical focus is 
specifically on how co-ops are constructed through discursive 
articulations of economic-rational reasoning and affect. This is 
motivated by previous research on how economic-rational reasoning is 
embedded in neoliberalism and capitalism, but also how capitalism is 
increasingly justified through the incorporation of emotional logics in 
capitalist discourse (Illouz, 2007; Reber, 2012). A Foucauldian 
perspective on power (Foucault, 1977, 1980, 1982) and the concept of 
critical resistance (Hoy, 2004) is employed to explore how the 
campaign discourse relates to, resists and potentially reproduces 
neoliberal capitalism. Critical resistance refers to emancipatory 
resistance to domination, which distinguishes it from resistance that 
reproduces or is co-opted by power to serve power’s ends, or power’s 
efforts to resist emancipatory attempts. 
 

Conclusions 

The discourse analysis in the article elucidates how resistance against 
capitalism is part of the discursive promotion of cooperation in the 
international campaign, and affective and economic articulations are 
intertwined with this resistance. Co-ops are constructed with 
articulations of affect, for example through association with terms such 
as ‘family’ and ‘a loving “we”’, in opposition to individualized economic 
thinking. However, the practiced resistance in the campaign discourse 
should not be understood as critical resistance, due to the 
simultaneous reproduction of neoliberal capitalist discourse in the 
campaign. For example, the primacy of monetary value is reiterated. 
Discursive articulations in the campaign express how much more 
money each worker would gain if well-known large joint-stock 
companies were co-ops instead. As such, co-ops are continuously 
related through difference to ‘conventional’ businesses. In conclusion, 
the article highlights how co-ops offer a potential for resistance to 
neoliberal capitalism and stresses the risk of resistance also 
reproducing dominant discourses associated with the power that 
resistance is directed against. With the focus on international 
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discourse, this article relates the analysis of Swedish worker co-ops in 
the following three articles to how co-ops are constructed 
internationally. 
 

Article II 
The second article, ‘Worker Cooperatives for Social Change: 
Knowledge-Making through Constructive Resistance within the 
Capitalist Market Economy’, is sole-authored and published in the 
Journal of Political Power following a double-blind peer review 
process. The article contributes to answering both research questions 
in the dissertation, as it mainly concerns how Swedish co-operators 
present their worker co-ops, but also how they organize the worker co-
ops in relation to and as resistance to capitalism. Specifically, the 
article’s purpose is to explore the possibilities and difficulties faced by 
Swedish worker co-ops when practicing knowledge-making through 
constructive resistance in the context of the capitalist market economy. 
In this purpose, knowledge-making and constructive resistance are 
theoretical concepts employed in order to deepen the initial empirical 
analysis of how worker co-ops relate to capitalism. The specific 
research questions posed in the article are: How can Swedish worker 
co-ops practice knowledge-making through constructive resistance in 
opposition to the dominant nexus of power/knowledge? What 
challenges arise regarding worker co-ops’ potential for knowledge-
making through constructive resistance in relation to the capitalist 
market economy in which they act? 
 

Method and material 

The article is based on qualitative material, mainly interviews, 
generated from five Swedish worker co-ops. At the time of the data 
generation, the worker co-ops are located in different cities in the 
southern half of Sweden, have been active for 3 to 30 years, and have 
between 3 and 11 members. The co-ops compete on economic markets 
with private enterprises, are service providers rather than producers, 
and are active in different business sectors. The business sectors have 
named the here anonymized co-ops: Transportation, Drama, 
Environment, Heritage and Art. Between October 2016 and June 2017, 
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I conducted 12 individual interviews with members of the five worker 
co-ops, and two group interviews with two members from the Drama 
Co-op and four members from the Art Co-op, respectively. The 
interview transcripts were analyzed through open coding of how the co-
operators articulate their organizing in relation to capitalism, followed 
by a theoretically driven analysis using the concept of constructive 
resistance and knowledge-making. 
 

Theory 
Constructive resistance is a concept defined by Stellan Vinthagen 
(2005) in order to describe resistance that does not challenge power 
through traditional forms of protest, rebellion or the like, but that 
enacts an alternative future in the present in opposition to dominant 
ways of presently organizing society (Koefoed, 2018; Lilja, 2021; 
Sørensen, 2016; Sørensen and Vinthagen, 2012; Vinthagen, 2005). 
Constructive resistance in the case of the Swedish worker co-ops 
illustrates how they challenge forms of power by enacting alternative 
ideals in their everyday organizing. Resistance is understood in the 
article as practiced within a field of power relations that produces 
legitimized knowledge in certain ways. A Foucauldian perspective on 
power (Foucault, 1977, 1980, 1982) is applied to explore how the 
complex of power/knowledge influences resistance, but also how 
alternative knowledge production is possible. From this perspective, 
the worker co-ops’ knowledge-making is understood as alternative, 
subjugated knowledge with the potential to enact future ‘knowledge as 
power’ and challenge more established forms of knowledge associated 
with capitalism and capitalist-oriented ways of economic organizing.  
 

Conclusions 
The analysis shows that the Swedish worker co-ops practice 
constructive resistance against capitalism in ways that also contribute 
to knowledge-making through their everyday organizing. This 
knowledge-making through constructive resistance is carried out by 
setting an example, specifically by displaying in practice that the 
organizational form of worker co-ops is a viable alternative, and that it 
is possible to organize businesses in ways that challenge capitalist 



 

 
 
 

33 

ideals. The dissemination of such knowledge by setting an example 
might be recognized by others with the potential to, in the long run, 
become less of a subjugated form of knowledge. However, knowledge-
making through constructive resistance is limited in scope due to 
circumstances related to the market economic context in which the co-
ops act. For example, the co-operators articulate that in some cases 
they are cautioned against describing themselves as a co-op and 
sometimes try to appear more like conventional businesses in order to 
be taken seriously by potential customers. Similarly, the worker co-ops 
emphasize how staying true to their ideals is important in their 
everyday work, also for the sake of setting an example, but may 
sometimes have to be compromised in order to survive in the market 
economic context. Thus, the analysis shows that although the context 
offers the potential for worker co-ops’ knowledge-making through 
constructive resistance, their marginalization as an organizational 
form offers difficulties and requires compromise to some extent. The 
article points to the importance of exploring the context of oppositional 
organizing and the challenges associated with resistance practices 
enacted within the context for which change is sought.  
 

Article III  
The third article, ‘Anti-capitalist Friends: Worker Cooperative 
Friendships as Constructive Resistance against Capitalist Work 
Relations’, is co-written with Andreas Henriksson.8 It consists of an 
unpublished manuscript resubmitted after a ‘Revise and Resubmit’ 
decision from an international journal. In this article, we explore how 
the Swedish worker co-ops organize their work relations, which mainly 
contributes to answering the dissertation’s second research question 
on how Swedish worker co-ops organize themselves as resistance to 
aspects of capitalism, and the possibilities and difficulties they face in 
that organizing. The first research question on how co-operators’ 
presentations of worker co-ops relate to and resist aspects of capitalism 

 
8 I generated the empirical material, conducted the analytical coding of the material and 
developed the initial idea and first drafts of the article. Henriksson contributed theoretical 
knowledge on friendship and analytical insights which were important in developing the 
article’s final argument. Both authors worked on writing the article throughout submission 
and revision 



 

 
 
 

34 

is also actualized to some extent. Specifically, the article explores how 
friendship is enacted in the Swedish worker co-ops as constructive 
resistance against work relations associated with capitalism. The 
research question posed in the article asks how friendship is articulated 
as resistance by worker co-ops and how this relates to the current 
tendency in capitalist management discourse to embrace friendships 
for corporate governance. 
 

Method and material 
The article is based on the same qualitative material as mentioned 
above, generated from five Swedish worker co-ops, mainly through 
interviews with 17 members of these worker co-ops. The initial open 
coding of the interview transcripts elucidated how the co-operators 
articulate opposition to different aspects associated with capitalist 
ways of organizing businesses. One of those aspects is opposition to 
what the co-operators depict as the dominance of hierarchical and 
depersonalized work relations associated with capitalist businesses. 
This opposition is enacted by instead emphasizing and practicing work 
relations characterized by authentic personal bonds of equality, 
solidarity and friendship, which spurred the analysis in this article. In 
the subsequent more theoretically driven analysis, concepts such as 
constructive resistance and friendship were employed in order to 
deepen the understanding of how the worker co-ops organize 
themselves as resistance to capitalist work relations. The analysis thus 
focused on how the co-operators articulate friendship as a mode of 
constructive resistance against hierarchical capitalist organizing.    
 

Theory 
Just like in Article II, the concept of constructive resistance is employed 
(Koefoed, 2018; Lilja, 2021; Sørensen, 2016; Sørensen and Vinthagen, 
2012; Vinthagen, 2005). In this article, it is the emphasis on friendship 
in the worker co-ops’ organizing of work relations that is understood as 
part of their constructive resistance against capitalism. Furthermore, 
the article builds on literature in the sociology of friendship and 
workplace friendship to analyze how the Swedish worker co-ops’ 
friendship practices relate to how friendship is emphasized in current 
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capitalist management discourse. The recent ‘emotional turn’ in 
capitalist corporate management discourse emphasizes friendship as a 
potential tool that management can attempt to support in order to tie 
employees closer to each other and to the workplace (Boltanski and 
Chiapello, 2007; Illouz, 2007; Reber, 2012). The theoretical concept of 
‘friendship culture’ (Costas, 2012) is employed in the article to explore 
how the promotion of horizontal solidarity can make workers prone to 
sacrifice their self-interest for each other in various ways that may 
benefit the work organization. Further, the article discusses how anti-
capitalist critique tends to point out that capitalism incorporates 
economic, instrumental concerns in work relations, while capitalism’s 
separation of the private non-economic sphere from the public 
historically enabled the idea of non-instrumental, authentic 
friendships (Silver, 1990). 
 

Conclusions 
Members of the five Swedish co-ops construe their organizing as 
constructive resistance against capitalism. Adopting an understanding 
of capitalism as based on hierarchical and impersonal work relations 
aimed at efficiency and profit, the worker co-ops instead emphasize 
how they practice work relations characterized by non-hierarchical and 
egalitarian friendships and a blurring of private and work life. In a 
theoretical development of the concept of friendship culture (Costas, 
2012), the article coins the concept of ‘friendship compliance’. 
Friendship compliance explains how the studied worker co-ops 
practice a friendship culture that promotes members’ compliance, for 
example making members prone to loyalty and self-sacrifice in relation 
to each other and the co-op, similar to how capitalist management can 
try to support friendship to tie workers to the organization. However, 
while friendship compliance can still instil loyalty, reduce dissent and 
promote self-sacrifice in ways that are at odds with co-op ideals, it does 
not coincide exactly with how friendship is emphasized in capitalist 
management discourse. The article shows that the worker co-ops 
explicitly value friendship for instrumental reasons, where friendship 
is understood as a means to enable and improve their economic 
organizing, but also as a political goal in itself, characterized by their 
valuing of non-hierarchical and democratic work relations. The article 
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thereby highlights how worker co-ops’ practicing of friendship as part 
of their constructive resistance against capitalism both can resist and 
show some similarities with the way capitalist corporate management 
discourse emphasises friendship. This means that friendship 
compliance is also an important part of how the co-ops enact friendship 
as resistance. 
 

Article IV 
The fourth article, ‘Constructive Resistance to the Dominant Capitalist 
Temporality’, is co-written with Majken Jul Sørensen.9 It was 
published in 2019 in Sociologisk forskning following a double-blind 
peer review process. This article mainly concerns research question 2 
on how Swedish worker co-ops organize themselves as resistance to 
aspects of capitalism, and the possibilities and difficulties they face in 
that organizing, but also touches upon the first research questions on 
how co-operators’ presentations of worker co-ops relate to and resist 
capitalism. Broadening the analysis of worker co-ops in the 
dissertation, the article involves an exploration of the alternative 
organizational form of timebanks, which sheds light on how the 
analysis of worker co-ops can be transferred to other forms of 
organizations that challenge capitalism. In the article, worker co-ops 
and timebanks are understood as two empirical examples of alternative 
organizing that practice constructive resistance against capitalism, 
with the aim to explore how these alternatives relate to capitalist 
temporality. The specific research questions answered in the article 
are: In what ways do organizations that attempt to challenge the 
dominance of capitalism differ from the dominant capitalist 
temporality? How do organizations that construct alternatives to 
capitalism construct resistance that may have the potential to mitigate 
the dominant capitalist temporality in the short and the long run? 
 

 
9 Article IV is co-authored equally by Majken Jul Sørensen and myself. I generated the 
empirical material concerning the worker co-ops, while Sørensen collected the secondary 
material concerning timebanks. Both authors worked on analyzing the material and 
developing the idea and argument of the article, including equal participation in the writing 
of the article from the beginning to submission and throughout the review process. 
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Method and material 

The article is also based on the qualitative material, mainly interviews, 
generated from five Swedish worker co-ops in the business sectors of 
transportation, drama, environment, heritage and art. In addition to 
this material, the scope of Article IV is expanded with the analysis of 
the empirical case of timebanks. Timebanks are network-based 
exchange services where exchanges of services are made with time 
instead of money as an exchange value. One hour of offered service 
within the network may, for example, equal one gained hour in the 
timebank, which can then be exchanged for one hour of received 
service. The exchanged time unit is strictly based on the amount of time 
spent or lent, regardless of the type of service or who in the network 
carries it out. The analysis of timebanks is based on secondary analysis 
(Moore, 2007; Bishop, 2011) of existing literature on timebanks, that 
is, both previous research on timebanks and webpages of organized 
timebanks found through different search engines. The information 
presented in this literature on how timebanks are organized is 
comprehensive, which makes secondary analysis possible without 
having to ask members of timebanks about how they work. With the 
specific focus on how these empirical examples of resistance against 
capitalism in relation to capitalist temporality, the analysis is 
conducted by exploring how timebanks and worker co-ops relate to two 
general dimensions of capitalist temporality, presented in the next 
section on theory. 
 

Theory 
One central theoretical perspective in this article concerns capitalist 
temporality. Mainly drawing on work by Barbara Adam (1998), two 
central dimensions of capitalist temporality are outlined as the basis 
for the analysis. The first dimension, decontextualized and abstract 
clock time, refers to the linear and standardized concept of time, which 
is detached from varying experiences of time related to the life-world. 
For example, one hour in clock time, or even one whole season, can 
sometimes be felt as going fast and sometimes as going slow, 
depending on life-world experiences. The linear concept of clock time 
disregards such variations. The other dimension, commodification of 
time, can be described through the expression ‘time is money’, which 
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encompasses how time is incorporated in a capitalist system where 
time translates into its monetary value. The other main theoretical 
concept in the article is constructive resistance, which is also employed 
in Articles II and III discussed above. 
 

Conclusions 

The analysis shows that the worker co-ops and the timebanks diverge 
from the dominant temporality in important aspects, but also 
reproduce it in other ways. Timebanks resist commodification of time 
by exchanging services without monetary compensation, but reproduce 
clock time insofar as they measure the exchanged services in clock time 
hours. Worker co-ops resist the commodification of time by valuing 
time that does not contribute economically but is understood as 
valuable in other respects such as benefiting society. The worker co-ops 
reproduce clock time, however, by using it as a basis for members’ 
economic compensation for the work carried out in the co-ops. The 
double movement of resistance and reproduction raises certain 
questions regarding the potential of these alternatives to undermine 
capitalist temporality and contribute to wider social change. In the 
article, we specifically discuss the dilemma faced by these initiatives 
concerning how far they should mainstream themselves into offering a 
viable option that can be smoothly incorporated within the present 
system and involve faster growth, versus to what extent they instead 
should stick to offering a more radical alternative which might mean 
slower growth but with more transformative force. Within transition 
studies, it is argued that to become the new norm, alternative ways of 
organizing should initially not strive for growth that requires 
mainstreaming, but attempt to develop their radical option as a 
functional alternative that is ready to be implemented when the societal 
situation offers an opportunity (Törnberg, 2018). Thus, while worker 
co-ops comprise a viable option in the present system, they should stay 
true to their ideals and be careful not to mainstream too much if they 
want to be transformative in ways that offer radical social change. 
However, worker co-ops are still part of the capitalist-oriented market 
economy and need to generate income in order to survive, which 
includes certain challenges for co-ops as projects for social change. 
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2 Background on worker cooperation 

This chapter provides a background and contextualization of 
cooperative organizations, and explains the type of worker co-ops that 
are the focus of this thesis. I begin by defining worker co-ops and 
touching upon related concepts to describe such organizations. This is 
followed by a deeper discussion of the characteristics and low 
prevalence of worker co-ops in Sweden. Due to the relative lack of 
previous research on Swedish worker co-ops, discussed in this chapter, 
I then turn the gaze to the insights that can be gained from previous 
international research regarding the dissertation’s research questions.  
 
It is somewhat complicated to define exactly what a worker co-op is, 
because the organizational form can vary and the term can be used to 
describe organizations with different kinds of ownership structures. 
Internationally, there are also different types of co-ops particular to 
certain countries, due to national legal regulations and policies, as well 
as a range of related terms used to describe organizations similar to co-
ops.10 Stryjan states that in general, co-ops should be understood as ‘a 
species of organization […] constituted by the members’, that ‘generally 
have a democratic constitution’ (Stryjan, 1994b, p. 60). The two central 
aspects that often define co-ops are shared ownership, where the 
ownership is shared equally among the members, and democratically 
organized management, where each member has one vote in the 
decision-making (Pestoff, 1991; Spear, 2004). Different forms of co-
ops are often categorized according to what use the members derive 
from them, that is, the co-ops’ purpose for the members (Stryjan, 
1994b). For example, is the co-op started by producers who want to 
enhance their sales by selling their products together (producer co-op), 

 
10 Worker co-ops, social enterprises, collectives and nongovernment organizations are 
sometimes identified as equivalent terms to describe businesses that organize themselves 
through collective democratic processes (Rothschild, 2009, p. 1028). The notion of social 
enterprises relates to social entrepreneurship, strongly associated with the social economy 
and organizations similar to worker co-ops. I do not use the term social entrepreneurship in 
this dissertation as it can include organizing that stretches beyond the organizational form 
of worker co-ops, for example by referring to social innovations and corporate social 
responsibility by corporations without equal ownership and democratic governance (see e.g. 
Defourny and Nyssens, 2008; Doherty, Haugh and Lyon, 2014; Nicholls, 2006; Portales, 
2019; Teasdale, 2012). 
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or is the co-op started by workers who want an income for themselves 
(worker co-op)? Producer co-ops consist of cooperation between 
members as producers, where the members often comprise 
enterprises, associations or sole entrepreneurs, who come together to 
sell and distribute their products rather than receiving a wage directly 
from the co-op. This is common in agriculture, for example when 
several milk producers start a co-op in order to sell their milk together. 
As for worker co-ops, the focus of this dissertation, the members 
benefit from the creation of work opportunities. Worker co-ops are 
owned and run by the members, who work in the organization and 
receive economic compensation for that work (Rothschild and Russell, 
1986). The main membership base are the workers and there are rarely 
members who do not work in the organization. In other forms of co-
ops such as consumer co-ops, the members who own the organization 
do not necessarily work in it. In consumer co-ops, it is the consumers 
who are members that own and benefit from the co-ops, such as 
consumer-owned grocery stores. Consumer co-ops can hire workers, 
but the workers are not necessarily obliged to be members or 
consumers, as consumption rather than work is the purpose of 
consumer co-ops.11 
 
How the democratic management of worker co-ops is accomplished in 
practice can vary. Compared with co-ops that practice representative 
democracy, where a group of representatives are elected to a board that 
manages the co-op, the ‘strong’ alternative is direct, participatory 
democracy, a more direct form of democracy in which the members 
themselves are part of the management and together reach 
organizational decisions. Participatory democracy can be understood 

 
11 Community co-ops are another form of co-op, geographically based and purposed to 
benefit that same community. The members are those who live in a geographical community 
and together run the co-op, which could be, for example, a local school or grocery store. 
Such co-ops often entail several different businesses and members can be both workers, 
consumers and producers. Mutual companies, or mutuals, are another organizational form 
similar to co-ops, with some basic differences. The purpose of mutuals is customer benefit, 
where a customer becomes a member-owner immediately the product or service is used. 
Mutuals are commonly insurance companies. The basis and procedures for membership are 
the main difference compared to worker co-ops, in which one often becomes a member after 
paying a membership fee, which returns to the member when the membership ends. Similar 
to the democratic management of worker co-ops, mutual companies are managed by the 
members through representative democracy (Svensk Kooperation, n.d.). 
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as having the advantage over representative democracy as it can 
enhance members’ sense of involvement and engagement in the 
organization (Rothschild and Whitt, 1986, p. 12).  
 
The argument in favor of participatory democracy has its philosophical 
roots in anarchism and the idea of voluntary cooperation. Such 
anarchistic self-government, sometimes referred to as self-
management (Kokkinidis, 2015; Palgi, 2006; Stryjan, 1994b) or 
autogestión (Vieta, 2014), involves trust in people’s ability to come 
together through self-initiated cooperation. In the anarchist tradition, 
it is argued that such a rule-less point of departure leads to a social 
ordering that becomes as equal and democratic as possible, especially 
compared to hierarchy commonly associated with capitalist organizing 
(Rothschild and Whitt, 1986, p. 51). This latter notion indicates that a 
basis for resistance to capitalism is already offered in the organizational 
form of worker co-ops. I return to worker co-ops’ democratic processes 
below in the section on previous international research, in which 
democracy is identified as important for worker co-ops’ potential to 
resist capitalist-oriented organizing. Here, some additional concepts 
can help to contextualize worker co-ops in their societal sphere.  
 
Co-ops are sometimes categorized as belonging to the third sector in 
addition to the public and private economy, also referred to as the non-
profit sector (Stryjan and Wijkström, 1996) or the social economy 
(Levander, 2011). Another related description of this sector is civil 
society, as ‘an arena, outside of the family, the state, and the market 
where people associate to advance common interests’ (Heinrich, 2007, 
p. 4). However, the boundaries are often blurred between civil society 
and other societal spheres (Heinrich, 2005; Räthzel et al., 2015). 
Bearing in mind that co-ops can be described as acting between 
markets and politics (Pestoff, 1991), it is somewhat problematic to 
categorize worker co-ops as belonging to a certain societal sphere. For 
example, Yair Levi and Peter Davis (2008) argue that co-ops are 
difficult to categorize as part of either the non-profit sector (civil 
society) or the for-profit sector (the market), as they are too 
economically oriented for the former and too socially oriented for the 
latter. Worker co-ops can even strive for profit maximization if the aim 
of member benefits is interpreted by the co-ops primarily in economic 
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terms. Although the cooperative values and principles outlined by the 
ICA (2020a) accent other values than economic profit, such as concern 
for community, no legal consequences are suffered by co-ops that do 
not follow these guidelines.12  
 
The Swedish worker co-ops explored in this thesis are organizations 
that should be profitable enough to survive, and they act in competition 
with other forms of businesses on capitalist economic markets. 
Further, these co-ops pay salaries to the workers and do not engage 
unpaid volunteers, which is common in civil society. Worker co-ops 
that produce welfare services are also excluded from this thesis, partly 
due to their association with the public sector (further discussed 
below). For these reasons, then, I understand the worker co-ops in this 
study as active in the market sphere, even if they also share important 
similarities with non-profit civil society associations in the social 
economy. This aligns with the dissertations’ research purpose, that the 
co-ops have to relate to capitalism as the context in which they operate, 
but which they also have the potential to resist. The following sections 
discuss worker co-ops’ marginal position in the Swedish context, 
characterized by capitalism. 
 

Worker cooperation in Sweden 
Worker co-ops comprise a way of organizing work and economic 
activities that is not part of the mainstream in Sweden. In this section, 
I first discuss the low prevalence of worker co-ops in Sweden and 
possible explanations as to why they are so rare. This is followed by a 
discussion of the types of worker co-ops that do exist.  
 

 
12 It is possible to argue that organizations should not be characterized as co-ops unless 
they follow the cooperative principles. However, this argument raises additional problems. 
How can we measure whether or not co-ops follow the values and principles? To what extent 
are co-ops required to follow the guidelines in order to be counted as co-ops? Is it enough 
to follow some of the guidelines but not others? In this dissertation, I do not make such 
interpretations, but align with the worker co-ops’ own understandings of themselves as 
worker co-ops. See chapter 3 for further discussion on how worker co-ops are selected for 
inclusion in the study. 
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As discussed in the introduction, worker co-ops in Sweden do not make 
up a formal category with exact numbers in the national statistics, 
which means it is not possible to report exactly how many worker co-
ops there are (Mann, 2018). In 2019, economic associations made up 
only about 1.3% of registered businesses in Sweden (Bolagsverket, 
2020), but not all economic associations are co-ops. Further, since 
there are many different types of co-ops, even fewer are worker co-ops.  
 
In Sweden, worker co-ops have not been as common as other forms of 
co-ops, such as consumer and producer co-ops. In contrast, consumer 
and producer co-ops, mainly in the sectors of food production and 
consumption, are characteristic features of the Swedish economy 
(Pestoff, 1991; Wijkström and Johnstad, 2000). These forms of 
cooperation have also been identified as important in the development 
of the Swedish welfare state (Vamstad, 2012). Some well-known co-ops 
in these sectors can be mentioned: the food chain Coop is an example 
of an expansive consumer co-op, and Arla and Lantmännen are 
examples of successful producer co-ops. Another important feature of 
the cooperative Sweden is found in the housing sector, with HSB as an 
example of a co-op that provides housing for its members (Pestoff, 
1991). In a report from 2017, Svensk Kooperation maps the 100 biggest 
co-ops organized as economic associations in Sweden, in terms of 
revenue (Mann, 2018). This report includes only two worker co-ops. 
These two worker co-ops have 70 members in total and are both 
producers of welfare services, active in the business branches of 
education and open healthcare (Mann, 2018, p. 22). This means that 
the worker co-ops explored in this thesis, acting on private markets 
outside of the welfare sector, are not among the 100 biggest co-ops in 
Sweden. 
 
Previous research on Swedish co-ops has mainly focused on the 
traditional types of consumer and producer co-ops (Dellenbrant, 1985; 
Pestoff, 1991; Stryjan, 1994b; Vamstad, 2012). This research shows, for 
example, how decision-making in large consumer co-ops has moved 
upwards in line with increasing centralization, ‘thus successfully 
organizing away members’ practical involvement’ (Stryjan, 1994b, p. 
74). This indicates that such large co-ops are quite different from 
smaller co-ops that practice direct participatory democracy, as do four 
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of the five worker co-ops in the present study (this will become clear in 
chapter 3 below).  
 
Overall, worker co-ops are a marginal phenomenon not only compared 
to other forms of businesses in the context in which they act, but also 
compared to other forms of co-ops. This is also reflected in the lack of 
available research that can help to understand the type of Swedish 
worker co-ops explored in this dissertation. Since co-ops have been 
important in the Swedish economy, why have they so rarely taken the 
shape of worker co-ops? 
 

Why are Swedish worker co-ops so few? 
Different historical factors can help to explain the low prevalence of 
worker co-ops in Sweden. Some of the factors that have been identified 
in previous literature on Swedish co-ops are discussed in this section, 
namely state politics, capitalism, the labor movement and lack of 
knowledge about worker co-ops.  
 
Sweden’s past is characterized by a blended market economy of 
capitalism and socialism (Bergh, 2014), brought forward by the 
development of the so-called ‘Swedish model’ during the 1950s, with 
the building of an expanded public social welfare sector (Schön, 2012, 
p. 401). Even earlier, from the 1930s onwards, the Swedish government 
engaged in labor market policies that limited the need and support for 
job creation by cooperative or third sector initiatives (Stryjan and 
Wijkström, 2001). The strong state can thereby be understood as a 
factor that has diminished Swedish citizens’ need to create their own 
job opportunities, and enhanced the view that the citizens can rely on 
the state to solve societal problems (Berggren and Trägårdh, 2006).  
 
However, the Swedish government has now abandoned its previous 
goal of full employment. In line with increased unemployment figures 
and a dismantling and privatization of the public sector in relation to 
the economic crisis of the 1990s, Sweden was not able to sustain the 
same active labor market politics as before (Stryjan and Wijkström, 
2001). During the end of the twentieth and beginning of the twenty-
first century, Sweden experienced enhanced influence of market forces 
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in the national economy, which aligns with the global expansion of 
neoliberal capitalism. In an investigation of the Swedish class society 
in cooperation with the think tank Katalys, Göran Therborn (2018) 
highlights how the economic inequalities in Sweden have accelerated 
since the 1980s. One important piece of that puzzle is the deregulation 
of the finance market, which has brought about a thoroughly developed 
form of financial capitalism. In line with an increasing embeddedness 
of capitalist logics in institutions and organizations, Sweden is thus 
today largely characterized by capitalism (Almqvist and Linder, 2017; 
Bergh, 2014; Edquist and Berg, 2017; Fleckenstein and Lee, 2017). In 
relation to this dissertation’s research focus on worker co-ops’ 
resistance to capitalism while capitalism is also the context in which 
they operate, this historical development highlights how worker co-ops 
in Sweden are today embedded in capitalist contexts.  
 
Capitalism is further associated with capital-based private ownership 
of businesses, which differs from the economic democracy 
characteristic of worker co-ops. Worker co-ops practice economic 
democracy through workers’ influence and control over the 
organization of work through shared employee ownership 
(Magnusson, 2012). As mentioned in the introduction, there has been 
one serious Swedish attempt to enhance the democratization of 
ownership, in the form of wage-earners’ investment funds controlled 
by trade unions, through a legal-political initiative in the 1970s 
(Magnusson, 2012). Since the funds were discontinued in the 
beginning of the 1990s, there has been no significant political attempt 
to induce economic democracy in Sweden (Rothstein, 2012, p. 9). This 
shows that worker co-ops’ emphasis on economic democracy departs 
from the mainstream in Sweden and offers potential ground for their 
resistance to capitalism through shared ownership and member 
democracy.  
 
Sweden has a history of a strong labor movement that could indicate 
increased economic democracy through worker influence in the 
economy. However, while it has led to expansive legislation in 
protection of workers’ rights and strengthened workers’ position as 
salaried employees with security and influence, it has not enhanced 
their control over capital. Trade unions’ relation to worker cooperation 
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has been identified in previous research as crucial, with a positive 
attitude being necessary for worker co-ops to endure (Dellenbrant, 
1985). However, the large trade unions do not generally promote 
worker co-ops (Rothstein, 2012, p. 39).13 Since worker co-ops require 
that the worker is also the employer, the relationship to both trade 
unions and employers’ associations becomes complicated, with neither 
being accustomed to supporting worker co-ops (Rothstein, 2012, p. 41; 
Witkowsky et al., 2015). Overall, the strong labor movement has 
possibly stifled the increase of worker co-ops in Sweden and can thus 
help to explain why they have not been as prevalent as consumer and 
producer co-ops. 
 
In a recent report, Svensk Kooperation expresses lack of knowledge as 
a hindrance to further expansion of the cooperative economy in 
Sweden, and calls for further investigation of the organizing of co-ops 
in practice (Mann, 2018, p. 35). Co-ops are missing from course 
descriptions at all levels in the Swedish education system, from 
elementary schools to universities (Wingborg, 2019). The lack of 
knowledge about worker co-ops is also reflected in another report from 
2017 showing that one in two respondents is unfamiliar with the notion 
of ‘cooperative businesses’ (Ahlqvist, Grundqvist and Wennö, 2017). 
The report is based on a survey conducted together with a large survey 
institute on the Swedish public’s knowledge and attitudes about 
cooperation and co-ops, with 2000 respondents between the ages of 18 
and 79. The survey investigates how familiar the respondents are with 
member-owned businesses (medlemsägda företag), cooperatives 
(kooperativ), cooperation (kooperation) and cooperative businesses 
(kooperativa företag). Around 55% were ‘unfamiliar’ with member-
owned businesses and cooperative businesses, while only 9% and 8% 
respectively reported that they were ‘very familiar’ with these. On the 
other hand, 36% reported being ‘unfamiliar’ with cooperatives, and 
15% ‘very familiar’. This indicates that people might see co-ops as 
something different to a business, or that the term cooperative 
businesses is not as common in Sweden as cooperatives. The survey 
also explores respondents’ awareness of what it means to be a member 

 
13 There are exceptions, such as the syndicalist tradition (Hermansson and Öberg, 2012, p. 
164). 
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of a co-op. Around 20% answered that they are ‘not aware at all’. 
Almost 50% selected the middle alternative, namely that they are 
‘somewhat aware’. Only 3% reported that they are ‘very aware’, while 
10–12% answered ‘uncertain, don’t know’. Further, when invited to 
select descriptive terms that fit with cooperative businesses, 84% 
answered that they are membership-owned, while only 23% chose the 
alternative that all members have equal influence (Ahlqvist, 
Grundqvist and Wennö, 2017).14  
 
In general, the survey by Svensk Kooperation indicates that the 
Swedish public has some conception of what cooperative businesses 
are, although knowledge is limited. Many seem to perceive co-ops as 
member-owned, but are not necessarily aware of what such 
organizations entail, or what it means to be a member. This points to 
an understanding that the organizational form of worker co-ops in 
Sweden is marginalized not only in prevalence but also in terms of 
general public knowledge. It further indicates that worker co-ops that 
practice resistance to capitalism ought to relate to and possibly counter 
this lack of knowledge. Knowledge-making as resistance is discussed in 
Article II of this thesis, and also touched upon in Article I, on how 
worker co-ops are promoted in an international marketing campaign 
in relation to conventional capitalist businesses. 

 
Thus far in this section, I have discussed possible historical 
explanations for the low prevalence of worker co-ops in Sweden. 
Nevertheless, worker co-ops do exist in Sweden. The next section 
discusses the occurrence of these worker co-ops in Sweden and 
relevant previous research. 

 
14 Other alternatives to associate with cooperative businesses, and the percentages that 
checked those boxes, show this picture (in order of highest percentages): part of the labor 
movement (16%), politically independent (15%), non-profit oriented (13%), part of the 
agriculture movement (10%), a Swedish organizational invention (7%), owned by the state 
(1%). 11% answered ‘uncertain, don’t know’ (Ahlqvist, Grundqvist and Wennö, 2017). The 
survey results should, however, be interpreted with some caution, because the construction 
of the survey as such can impact the results. For example, the respondents were asked to 
check boxes, rather than describing in their own words what they think co-ops are, which 
might have offered another picture. This question is formulated to investigate which of these 
pre-formulated alternatives people associate with the term cooperative businesses, rather 
than what the respondents know about co-ops.  
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The Swedish worker co-ops that do exist 
The ‘back to the land movement’ (Sw. gröna vågen) during the 1970s 
in Sweden comprised an upsurge of worker co-ops and user co-ops 
(where the members are users of a service) in different sectors (Pestoff, 
1991). The movement is characterized by a critique of the dominant 
system whereby many citizens moved out to the countryside for 
collective self-subsistence. This highlights how worker co-ops 
historically have been associated with resistance against dominant 
forms of power, although they have rarely been conceptualized as such 
in research (an exception is Desirée Enlund’s (2020) recent study, 
which I return to below). This upsurge of worker cooperation with the 
‘back to the land movement’ was also accompanied by a wave of worker 
takeovers in relation to the 1970s recession in Sweden (Gabrielsson, 
1980), which exemplifies how increased worker cooperation is often 
seen in periods of economic crisis (Cornforth et al., 1988; Stryjan, 
1994a).  
 
The co-ops that started to develop in the 1970s in Sweden are 
sometimes referred to as the ‘new cooperation’ (Sw. nykooperation) 
(Pestoff, 1991, p. 7). This term is intended to underline the distinctness 
of new forms of co-ops not related to the traditional form of 
institutionalized cooperation in Sweden in the areas of agriculture and 
consumption (Lorendahl, 1996; Stryjan, 1994a; Vamstad, 2012). 
Another characteristic of such new wave co-ops is that they tend to 
embrace members’ practical involvement in their everyday operation 
compared to traditional co-ops with less member participation 
(Stryjan, 1994a; Stryjan and Hellmark, 1985). Parent-governed 
kindergartens and car pools are examples of new cooperation in the 
form of user co-ops (Lorendahl, 2006). The forms of co-ops of interest 
in this study are ‘new wave’ worker co-ops active in different business 
sectors. 
 
The increasing privatizations of the public sector in the 1990s meant a 
further push for worker cooperation in Sweden, particularly in the field 
of welfare services (Stryjan, 1994a). As Yohanan Stryjan and Filip 
Wijkström explains: 
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the developments of the 1990s were marked by a greater openness to non-
traditional solutions (by Swedish standards), and by an increased role for 
social economy organisations, both as employers, and as facilitators of new 
job-creation. (Stryjan and Wijkström, 2001, p. 218) 

 
The main types of worker co-ops made possible due to this 
development are transformed into worker co-ops from previous 
organizations in the public sector. This is also the sector in which ‘new 
cooperation’ co-ops are most often found today. Worker co-ops in the 
branches of healthcare and education are the most common form of 
worker co-ops in Sweden, and the biggest (Vamstad, 2012; Mann, 
2018). Such co-ops are often called personalkooperativ (employee co-
ops), which refers to previous employees having together taken over 
the organization and transformed it into a worker co-op (see e.g. Böhm, 
Dinerstein and Spicer, 2010; Lindkvist, 2007; Lindkvist and Karlsson, 
1996; Ranke, 2011). Common examples are health centers and pre-
schools. Co-ops that produce welfare services related to the public 
sector, even if they are not ‘transformed’, often see to alternative 
societal needs and preferences, such as Montessori pre-schools or 
Waldorf schools (Vamstad, 2012). Such worker co-ops active in the 
welfare sector are excluded from the scope of the present thesis, partly 
due to the previous research on such co-ops, and partly due to the 
purpose of studying worker co-ops that have to relate to capitalism as 
the context in which they operate, acting on economic markets in 
competition with other forms of enterprises. Even if market 
competition has also increased in the Swedish welfare sector due to 
privatization, such worker co-ops are still closely related to the public 
welfare sector and its particular legal regulations, and may depend on 
the state for economic support (Enlund, 2020; Stryjan and Wijkström, 
1996, p. 16). This also holds for work-integrative social co-ops, which 
represent another type of co-op related to the new cooperation and the 
dismantling of the public sector. 
 
Work-integrative social co-ops (Sw. arbetsintegrerande sociala 
företag, ASFs), often labelled ‘social enterprises’, refer to organizations 
in which social purposes rather than economic gain are prioritized 
(Augustinsson et al., 2016). ASFs are co-ops that purposely offer 
employment to people who are distanced from the ordinary labor 
market, such as those who have been unemployed for long periods of 
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time or are trying to come back from long-term sick leave. ASFs are 
often run as worker co-ops and may offer empowerment and improved 
quality of life, which can lead to rehabilitation and enhanced work 
ability (Hedin, 2015; Ranke, 2011). With the particular focus to create 
work for people who have been out of the regular labor market, 
however, such co-ops have particular characteristics that differ from 
worker co-ops without a work-integrative focus. For example, people 
engaged in work-integrative social co-ops are sometimes supported 
financially through activity support or development allowance by the 
Swedish Social Insurance Agency (Sw. Försäkringskassan), until they 
are formally employed by the co-op. The choice to exclude such worker 
co-ops from this study is further motivated by the prevalence of 
previous research on work-integrating worker co-ops in Sweden (see 
e.g. Andersson, 2010; Berghamre Heins, Carlsson and Johansson, 
2012; Braunerhielm, Harkman and Westlindh, 2014; Hedin, 2015; 
Hedin, Herliz and Kuosmanen, 2006; Laurelii, 2002; Levander, 2011; 
Lorendahl, 2006; Palmås, 2003; Ranke, 2011). Such organizations can 
of course resist capitalism in other ways than worker co-ops without a 
work-integrative focus, but that issue remains to be explored in 
research beyond the present dissertation. 
 
Although work-integrating and welfare producing worker co-ops are 
most prevalent and acknowledged in Sweden, and most researched, 
new cooperation is not limited to these. Other examples of new wave 
worker co-ops are handicraft and art co-ops, consultant co-ops in 
media or IT, retail stores and cooperative newspapers (Vamstad, 2012). 
The five Swedish worker co-ops that participate in the present study 
belong to this category, specifically engaged in the business sectors of 
transportation, drama, heritage, environment and art, presented in 
more detail in the methodology chapter below. Research is lacking on 
such worker co-ops that are not work-integrative and act outside of the 
welfare services, reflecting their minority position in Sweden. There are 
some exceptions, for example a study by Stryjan (1994a) on the 
motivations for starting worker-owned businesses in the industry, 
service, care and welfare sectors. Stryjan concludes that worker co-ops 
are anchored in either social networks or communities, or based on 
needs or ideas, or commonly engaged enterprises such as worker 
takeovers. One more recent report highlights how economic 
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associations stand out from other types of legal organizational forms in 
how they work in practice (Mann, 2014).15 The emphasis on social, 
environmental and ethical issues is clearly characteristic, and can be 
connected to the cooperative principles and values that stress social 
and sustainability issues over profit orientation. For example, company 
growth is identified to be less important for economic associations, and 
they also have more policies for social, ethical and environmental 
issues than other businesses do. More often than other types of 
businesses, economic associations report that they take environmental 
issues into account in their work, with personal commitment 
articulated as one important reason for doing so. The report also shows 
that economic associations more often have more than one business 
leader, and that more of the leaders are women, compared to other 
businesses. Participation among the workers is emphasized as a key 
feature of economic associations (Mann, 2014). This indicates that 
worker co-ops are driven by slightly shifting ideals compared to 
capitalist-oriented businesses. However, neither resistance nor 
capitalism is discussed in this research, which are central themes in the 
present dissertation. 
 
I have found two dissertations that comprise rare examples of research 
touching upon the resistance potential of Swedish worker co-ops, 
although they explore healthcare co-ops and work-integrating co-ops, 
excluded from the present study. Even though this means a lack of 
research on the type of new wave worker co-ops explored in this thesis, 
these two dissertations can offer relevant insights on Swedish worker 
co-ops’ potential for resistance. 
 
Enlund (2020) follows the development of healthcare co-ops as part of 
localized social movements that practiced resistance against local 
problems in the provision of public healthcare in rural Sweden. The 
healthcare co-ops enacted opposition against the restructuring of the 

 
15 The report is published by the organization Coompanion, in cooperation with Tillväxtverket 
(Mann, 2014). It is based on a survey by Tillväxtverket, complemented by an interview study 
with business leaders of companies with cooperative characteristics. Nineteen thousand 
businesses answered the survey in 2011, but only 575 of them are economic associations. 
These are not restricted to worker co-ops. In the report, Carl-Olof Mann (2014) compares 
the areas in which economic associations seem to differ from other forms of businesses. 
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public sector in line with increasing marketization and privatization, 
ultimately relating to neoliberal capitalism, whereby patients are 
turned into customers and for-profit businesses become the norm 
(Enlund, 2020, pp. 234–235). Employing Cindi Katz’s theory on 
resilience, reworking and resistance, Enlund shows how the healthcare 
co-ops used openings for alternative organizing to solve local 
healthcare problems through practices that ranged from struggling, to 
adapting to and resisting the dominant system. Enlund concludes that 
the study:  

 

highlight[s] the precarity and vulnerability of efforts to rework uneven 
development brought on by capitalist restructuring and neoliberal 
governance through a devolution of responsibilities for healthcare 
provision and social reproduction to smaller and more vulnerable units, 
particularly local not-for-profit organizations. (Enlund, 2020, p. 239) 

 
This points to an understanding that contextual circumstances set the 
bar for the co-ops’ opportunities to organize alternatives to the 
dominant healthcare providers, but also that the co-ops were organized 
as ways to compensate and solve problems in the existing system. The 
analysis in the present dissertation elucidates whether Swedish worker 
co-ops not engaged in welfare production face similar opportunities 
and difficulties in their potential resistance to capitalism. 
 
In the second dissertation touching upon worker cooperation and 
resistance, Ulrika Levander (2011) explores discourses on work-
integrative social co-ops in Sweden, both within the co-ops themselves 
and in public governmental documents, and identifies two main 
discourses: the self-governing discourse and the exclusion discourse. 
Levander identifies how the latter gains momentum and concords with 
a socio-political agenda focused on the need to change the excluded 
individuals, which can be described as a form of colonization of the 
social enterprises by the state that hides the power relations at work. 
Even though resistance is not included as explicitly in the analysis as in 
Enlund’s (2020) study, Levander (2011, p. 262) concludes with a 
discussion on the resistance potential of these work-integrative social 
co-ops, specifically identified as resistance to discourses of 
marginalization and social exclusion associated with groups involved 
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in workfare initiatives. Work-integrative social co-ops have ‘the 
capacity to recharge the identities of marginalized individuals with 
resourceful properties’ (Levander, 2011, p. 276). This highlights how 
resistance to discourses is possible for Swedish worker co-ops. Even 
though capitalism is not in focus in the study by Levander, resistance 
to discourses relates to the present dissertation’s focus on how worker 
co-ops’ presentations of themselves relate to and resist aspects of 
capitalism, as such presentations are discursively articulated.  
 
Concluding this section on worker cooperation in Sweden, suffice it to 
say that the form of new wave worker co-ops explored in this 
dissertation, that act on private markets without being engaged in 
welfare services or as work-integrating social enterprises, is a marginal 
phenomenon both in occurrence and research. Still, it is implied in 
previous research that such worker co-ops have the potential to resist 
capitalism in Sweden. Research beyond Sweden can offer insights into 
worker co-ops’ resistance to capitalism, which is discussed below, after 
the next brief section on the prevalence of worker co-ops 
internationally.  
 

International outlook 
This section comprises a brief international outlook that highlights how 
worker cooperation internationally is characterized by disparate, local 
variations rather than uniformity. On its website, the ICA writes that 
‘Cooperatives are not a marginal phenomenon’ (ICA, 2020b). This 
statement is based on figures showing that there are three million co-
ops around the globe that together employ 280 million people, that is, 
10% of the employed population. The 300 largest co-ops (and mutuals) 
are said to have a total turnover of 2,034.98 billion USD. These figures 
are generated through a survey of the global cooperative economy 
using different sources with national economic data on co-ops, 
regularly published in the World Cooperative Monitor, by the ICA, in 
cooperation with the European Research Institute on Cooperative and 
Social Enterprise (EURICSE) (ICA and EURICSE, 2019).  
 
However, the number of people employed by co-ops is quite unevenly 
distributed around the globe. Further, the above-mentioned statistics 
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do not only include worker co-ops, but different kinds of co-ops, and 
those that are referred to as worker co-ops can be characterized in 
different ways globally. In the Basque region of Spain, for example, the 
world’s largest complex of cooperative businesses – Mondragon – can 
be found, with over 80,000 members in 264 co-ops both in Spain and 
internationally (Mondragon S. Coop., 2020). The special case of 
Mondragon is extensively researched, and has been found to comprise 
a form of capitalist cooperative where the CEO is hired by the co-ops to 
manage the strategic and operational issues of the co-ops and enhance 
efficiency and growth (see e.g. Albin and Stein, 1977; Arando et al., 
2015; Bretos, Errasti and Marcuello, 2019b; Cheney, 1999; Whyte and 
Whyte, 1991).  
 
Another example is the case of the USA, where the term worker co-ops 
sometimes refers to organizations that employ a so-called ‘employee 
stock ownership plan’ (ESOP). This model originated from and is 
mainly prevalent in the US economy, which makes co-ops in the form 
of ESOPs relatively common there, although variants of ESOPs occur 
in different forms across the globe (Ellerman, 2015; Rooney, 1992; 
Witkowsky, 2018). An ESOP is a form of plan for profit distribution 
which entails that the employees partake in the ownership of the 
organization. An ESOP can be completely owned by the employees, just 
like worker co-ops owned by the members, but often only part 
ownership is offered to the employees. ESOP’s can also be run by a chief 
executive and a governing board without democratic management by 
the employees, which separates ESOPs from worker co-ops. For that 
reason, ESOPs or similar employee-owned joint-stock companies are 
excluded from this dissertation.  
 
There are other regions in which organizations that share important 
characteristics with co-ops have had a strong position in the organizing 
of economic activities, such as the case of widespread cooperation in 
former Yugoslavia (Miller, 1978) and the kibbutz in Israel (Guttman 
and Schnytzer, 1989; Stryjan, 1983). The organizational form of co-ops 
has also been enacted through state power, for example in collectivised 
government-controlled production organizations in Socialist states 
(e.g. the kolkhoz) (Holmén, 1990, p. 21). The Landless Workers’ 
Movement (MST) in Brazil is another example of locally widespread co-
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ops, in agriculture (Pahnke, 2015; Robles, 2019). The prevalence of 
worker co-ops is, however, significantly lower in some countries, as in 
the case of Sweden. To further contextualize the case of worker 
cooperation in relation to the present study, the next section contains 
discussion on the contribution of previous international research to 
knowledge about the research questions of this dissertation.  
 

Previous international research  
There is a vast field of research on worker co-ops internationally, 
mainly in fields such as management studies, industrial democracy and 
business economics. The focus is primarily on organizational aspects 
such as economics, leadership, participation and different outcomes 
for the co-ops and the co-op members. In broad strokes, this research 
offers insights into worker co-ops’ relative advantages compared to 
other forms of businesses (Birchall, 2012). Not surprisingly, focus has 
often been on the worker co-ops as democratic, equality-oriented, 
member-based organizations (Rothschild and Russell, 1986). Member 
democracy is identified as an important aspect of the social and moral 
culture within co-ops (Cheney, 1995; Evans, 2007; Rothschild and 
Whitt, 1986; Weber, Unterrainer and Schmid, 2009). Members of 
worker co-ops are found to experience commitment, participation and 
influence in the workplace (Jussila, Byrne and Tuominen, 2012; 
Pesämaa et al., 2013; Sauser, 2009; Wetzel and Gallagher, 1990), 
which also relates to increased work efficiency (Doucouliagos, 1995), 
although not entirely (Ng and Ng, 2009). Research has also found that 
worker co-ops are resilient in times of global financial crisis (Roelants 
et al., 2012). Co-ops are also found to be positive for community 
development (Feldman and Nembhard, 2002; Gonzales and Phillips, 
2013; Ratner, 2012; Tonnesen, 2012; Vieta, 2010; Zeuli and Radel, 
2005), and can generate societal trust beyond the organizational 
borders (Majee and Hoyt, 2009). 
 
In this section, however, I focus on specific insights that can be gained 
from previous international research on worker co-ops in relation to 
capitalism. To avoid repeating the discussions on previous research 
that are provided in the four articles, this section offers a more general 
overview. It is structured according to the two research questions that 
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the present thesis is intended to answer, namely (1) how co-operators’ 
presentations of worker co-ops relate to and resist aspects of 
capitalism, and (2) how Swedish worker co-ops organize themselves as 
resistance to aspects of capitalism, and what possibilities and 
difficulties they face in that organizing. 
 

Worker co-ops constructed in relation to capitalism 
The first research question concerns how co-operators’ presentations 
of worker co-ops relate to and resist aspects of capitalism. This 
actualizes how co-operators construct worker co-ops in relation to 
capitalist-oriented enterprises, which has sometimes been touched 
upon in previous research but seldom with explicit focus on co-
operators’ own presentations of worker co-ops. One example is found 
in the work by Suparade Karalak (2006), who explores how co-ops and 
the related cooperative ideology are constructed in speeches by central 
cooperative actors between the years 1823 and 1997. One main finding 
is that while profit-driven organizations are articulated as more 
democratic and inclusionary, co-ops are instead constructed as 
increasingly entrepreneurial and businesslike. This highlights tensions 
between emphasizing cooperative ideals and adapting to demands of 
competition within the market economy, which are also found in other 
studies. 
 
Based on a critical discourse analysis of Mondragon in Spain, Iñaki 
Heras-Saizarbitoria and Imanol Basterretxea (2016) conclude that the 
discourse within the organizational complex is characterized by 
conventional managerialism, rather than cooperative organizational 
principles and values. The worker co-ops communicate in ways that 
depict them as more similar to conventional capitalist enterprises, 
which camouflages the cooperative ideals that might be received 
negatively by potential business partners and customers. In another 
study, Heras-Saizarbitoria (2014) also identifies how cooperative 
principles are decoupled from everyday work within the Mondragon 
co-ops. For example, the members articulate the principle of 
guaranteed employment and secure membership as central in tying 
them to the co-ops, as opposed to their democratic participation in 
management. This can be understood as a case of degeneration of the 
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cooperative model, which I return to below. Even if Mondragon stands 
out as one of the world’s largest complexes of co-ops, and is therefore 
a very special case, this highlights how co-operators can present worker 
co-ops as more or less similar to capitalist organizing.  
 
In a study based on economics students’ descriptive accounts of what 
worker co-ops are, Ana Puusa et al. (2013) conclude that co-ops are 
largely described through critical comparison of other types of 
businesses, for example by emphasizing social rather than economic 
values. The authors point out that the construction of co-ops reflects a 
dual nature. On the one hand, humanistic values are emphasized, and 
co-ops’ main aims are member benefits and members’ economic 
wellbeing rather than profit maximization. On the other hand, co-ops 
should be profitable in order to endure, but growth and success might 
undermine the fundamental values of co-ops if profit becomes 
increasingly important. Worker co-ops are thus constructed in the 
intersection between social and economic ideals. In a later article, 
Puusa et al. (2016) explore worker co-ops’ characteristic dual nature as 
manifested in a specific worker cooperative context, and find tensions 
between individuality and communality in worker co-ops, where, 
somewhat surprisingly, individuality came forth as a strong tendency. 
Rather than emphasizing community and shared goals, co-operators 
described the co-op as a way to achieve individual aims, enabled by 
democracy and flexibility that allow members to promote their own 
interests. Thereby, Puusa et al. (2016) argue that since collective 
responsibility is crucial to make cooperative organizing work, such 
individuality may cause problems. This indicates a core challenge for 
worker co-ops: to find a balance between communality and individual 
goals. 
 
Based on an in-depth study of an Argentinean worker co-op, Paola 
Raffaelli (2016) analyzes to what extent worker co-ops represent 
themselves as offering a radical alternative to the neoliberal, capitalist 
market economy, or as a means to compensate for its negative social 
and economic effects (for example to produce work for people 
distanced from the regular labor market). Raffaelli concludes that both 
discourses are present: co-operators articulate how they view co-ops as 
a way to create a different economy which challenges capitalism, but 
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also reproduces dominant views that a worker co-op is a second choice 
to being employed by a private for-profit business. Wells et al. (2015) 
point to similar tensions between discourses of democratic collective 
ownership and neoliberal managerialism in the identity constructions 
by members of a consumer co-op in the northern UK. This underlines 
how co-ops can be constructed as both a better alternative, and as 
concordant with or even as a second choice or complement to 
capitalism. The study by Raffaelli (2016) indicates that worker co-ops 
can relate to capitalism as opposition to it, but also as a safety net that 
ameliorates some of its negative consequences. 
 
Philip B. Whyman (2012) offers an interesting approach to how 
presentations of worker co-ops relate to and resist aspects of 
capitalism. Instead of investigating cooperation as resistance, he does 
the opposite in showing the close connection between cooperation and 
mainstream economics through history. Whyman writes that there is a 
widespread understanding that neoclassical, mainstream economists 
ignore co-ops in economic theory, and shows instead that the 
cooperative movement and mainstream economics have in fact been 
closely associated throughout economic history. The study by Whyman 
(2012) can be interpreted as an argument against the need for 
resistance in co-ops’ presentations – they have been included in 
mainstream economics historically and should therefore not be 
understood as something completely different. 
 
In general, then, previous research points to an understanding that 
although sometimes constructed as a critique against capitalism and 
capitalist enterprises, there are also important tensions at work in how 
worker co-ops are presented. These tensions concern social versus 
economic ideals, individuality versus communality, and radical 
democracy and challenges against capitalism versus capitalist 
managerialism and entrepreneurialism. This fairly short literature 
review reflects the relevant research in this field, which shows the 
overall tendency to present worker co-ops as hybrid organizations that 
emphasize social values similar to non-profit organizations, but also as 
organizations similar to capitalist-oriented businesses. What previous 
research shows about the possibilities and difficulties of organizing 
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worker co-ops as resistance to capitalism is discussed in the following 
section. 
 

Possibilities and difficulties in organizing resistance to capitalism 
The second research question asks how Swedish worker co-ops 
organize themselves as resistance to aspects of capitalism, and what 
possibilities and difficulties they face in that organizing. Neither 
Swedish nor international research explores Swedish worker co-ops 
along these lines. However, research on co-ops in other countries does 
touch upon the potential of organizing co-ops in ways that resist 
capitalism. 
 
Starting a worker co-op has sometimes been identified as a way to 
engage in oppositional entrepreneurship, where the organizational 
form as such challenges the commonly perceived inevitability of 
capitalist-oriented enterprises (Birchall, 2012; Cheney et al., 2014). 
The organizational form is thus one way in which resistance is possible 
for worker co-ops. George Cheney et al. (2014) discuss multiple 
problems associated with capitalism and argue that co-ops ‘have 
important roles to play in reimaging and reconfiguring the economy as 
a whole as well as bringing to the table alternative forms of governance’ 
(Cheney et al., 2014, p. 592). From an economics perspective, Johnston 
Birchall (2012) identifies the advantages of co-ops, economic 
associations and mutuals compared with other forms of enterprises. 
These include member control, such as increasing members’ 
opportunities to pursue both ethical aims and shareholder value, and 
advantages for the wider society, such as offering organizational 
diversity and less risk-taking organizing, which are important features 
when facing future change and uncertainty. The enabling of ethical 
aims can be understood as one way in which worker co-ops can be 
organized as resistance to capitalism. However, co-ops’ internal 
practices, beyond the formal regulations and principles, can vary. 
 
In a study on French worker co-ops, Stéphane Jaumier, Thibault 
Daudigeos and Vassili Joannidès de Latour (2017) identify three ideal 
types of co-operators in relation to capitalism and cooperative 
principles, namely pragmatic, reformist and political co-operators. 
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Pragmatic co-operators approach worker co-ops as compatible with 
capitalist assumptions, where member benefits, mostly in financial 
terms, are the primary aim (such as members’ access to the co-op’s 
profit). Reformist co-operators, in contrast, aim to mitigate certain 
negative effects of capitalism in a transformative way, where 
motivations for cooperative organizing include democracy and social 
utility with concern for community and societal betterment. Political 
co-operators, on the other hand, emphasize that emancipatory 
democracy can only be practiced in organizations that resist capitalist 
logics, which includes an aim to challenge capitalism by promoting co-
ops’ self-management and advanced democracy (Jaumier, Daudigeos 
and Joannidès de Lautour, 2017).  
 
These three ideal types of co-operator positionality can be associated 
with different perspectives on more general social change. Pragmatic 
co-operators can be related to the ‘School of Modified Capitalism’ by 
not aiming for the obstruction of capitalism, but rather accepting the 
capitalist system and only attempting to modify it slightly (Holmén, 
1990; Sentama, 2009). The reformist position can be related to the ‘Co-
operative Sector School’ that sees cooperation as a possible third 
sector, in addition to the public and capitalist sectors, considered by 
the promoters to be a more realistic aim than the more all-
encompassing commonwealth. The so-called ‘Co-operative 
Commonwealth School’, emphasised by the Rochdale pioneers among 
others, is intended to make the cooperative movement an all-inclusive 
system involving all societal spheres, thereby replacing capitalism 
altogether (Holmén, 1990; Sentama, 2009; Alperovitz and Dubb, 
2013). From this perspective, worker co-ops cooperating with each 
other could lead to an expansive system of collective organizing that 
goes beyond government as well as hierarchical free market capitalism.  
 
These variations in positionality show that the organizational form of 
worker co-ops does not imply the extent to which resistance to 
capitalism is enacted in practice. Rather, in addition to the potential to 
challenge capitalism which is imbued in the organizational form itself, 
the enactment of resistance seems to be largely connected to a specific 
political position taken by individual co-ops. How Swedish worker co-
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ops in particular organize worker co-ops in ways that can resist 
capitalist organizing is explored in the present dissertation. 
 
Even though the cooperative ideologies of ‘human solidarity, economic 
democracy and collective endeavour […] challenge neoliberalism 
directly’ (Satgar, 2007, p. 73), by representing an alternative to the 
individual gain and primitive accumulation affiliated with neoliberal 
capitalist organizing, it is not a route without difficulties. Vishwas 
Satgar (2007) argues that the cooperative movement faces a crucial 
problem: to advance from a previously shallow form of protection of 
co-ops’ ideology against global neoliberalization into a powerful 
counter-hegemonic struggle that is not merely defensive. 
Neoliberalism may restrain the potential of co-ops to organize 
according to their ideals by:  
 

appropriating cooperatives into the globally competitive market, 
commodifying their ownership structure, reducing the developmental role 
for strategic state support and introducing typical managerial prerogatives. 
(Satgar, 2007, p. 70) 

 
Satgar states that the cooperative values and principles adopted by the 
ICA in 1995 represent one way in which the cooperative movement has 
responded to the risk of being co-opted by neoliberalism. Satgar further 
argues that those cooperative ideals can be strengthened through a 
joint mobilization of political will from below, and suggests the creation 
of a strong alliance between the cooperative and labor movements on a 
regional, national and global level. Such an alliance can demand 
exeption from neoliberal capitalism by insisting on an ‘alternative logic 
of accumulation in which human needs and the requirements of nature 
prevail over the logic of capital accumulation’ (Satgar, 2007, p. 73). 
 
Similarly, Anthony Pahnke (2015) uses the concept of ‘self-
governmental resistance’ to describe a form of institutionalized 
opposition to neoliberal capitalism possible for co-ops. The focus in 
Pahnke’s study is on the Landless Workers’ Movement (MST) in Brazil, 
specifically how such decentralized, localized, agricultural production 
in the form of producer co-ops challenges both state power and 
neoliberal discourse by the co-ops governing themselves and taking 
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control of policy implementation and design. It is a productive kind of 
resistance from below, similar to the argument put forward by Satgar 
(2007), which demonstrates an alternative route that is not merely 
reactionary to the productive power of neoliberal capitalism.  
 
Important possibilities to resist capitalism are then offered not only 
through the organizational form as such, but also in how cooperative 
organizing is carried out in practice. For example, Janelle Cornwell 
argues that the non-capitalist space of worker co-ops emerges and 
expands based on ‘the transformative experience of workers having a 
say in their daily work lives, having equal authority to govern work 
space and time and to appropriate and distribute surplus’ (Cornwell, 
2012, p. 725). Here, Cornwell highlights member democracy, joint 
equal self-government and economic management as key in worker co-
ops’ potential to practice oppositional organizing. These cooperative 
characteristics comprise a form of internal flexibility to organize 
worker co-ops according to the wishes of the collective of members, 
which can lead to resistance to capitalism – insofar as the members 
have a political rather than pragmatist positionality (Jaumier, 
Daudigeos and Joannidès de Lautour, 2017). 
 
However, returning to what Satgar (2007) stresses concerning the 
difficulties for worker co-ops in neoliberal capitalist contexts, one 
strand of research has identified worker co-ops’ marginal position as a 
disadvantage that has a bearing on their potential to resist capitalism. 
Bernard Paranque and Hugh Willmott state: 
 

When operating in an economy dominated by joint-stock companies and 
financial markets established to serve them, cooperative work 
organizations are financially disadvantaged so that their members struggle 
to achieve competitive economies of scale or scope. (Paranque and 
Willmott, 2014, p. 613) 

 
Thus, the marginalization of worker co-ops in contexts dominated by 
capitalist-oriented businesses entails crucial disadvantages for co-ops. 
This disadvantageous contextual marginalization can be exemplified 
by the so-called ‘degeneration thesis’ concerning co-ops (Bretos, 
Errasti and Marcuello, 2019a; Cornforth, 1995; Diamantopoulos, 2012; 
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Major, 1996). The degeneration thesis was coined as early as 1891 by 
Beatrice Potter Webb (1930), in the first, now classical, systematic 
study of worker co-ops. Degeneration refers to the notion that worker 
co-ops risk eventually failing economically, or losing their democratic 
characteristics, unless they organize and set priorities similar to 
capitalist businesses. This likely failure is perceived as embedded in the 
cooperative model of self-management, where environmental 
pressures eventually force them into organizing more like 
conventional, capitalist businesses in order to survive (Cornforth et al., 
1988). Gar Alperovitz stresses that ‘worker-owned businesses 
operating in a challenging market environment can easily be 
overwhelmed by competitive forces that undermine larger social and 
ecological goals’ (Alperovitz, 2017, p. 19). Further, if co-ops get too big, 
they risk becoming more similar to hierarchical businesses due to 
enhanced difficulties in upholding member participation (Spear, 
2004). This is also seen in Swedish consumer co-ops where decision-
making has moved upwards in line with increasing centralization and 
size (Stryjan, 1994b, p. 74). 
 
Similarly, Chris Doucouliagos (1990) argues that labor-managed firms 
such as worker co-ops are disadvantaged in the capitalist market 
economy due to the ideological bias that benefits capitalist firms. 
Rather than a case of organizational efficiency, Doucouliagos stresses 
that capitalist domination and cooperative marginalization are based 
on other factors such as social and cultural background and financial 
discrimination. The dominance of hierarchical ideals in the 
surrounding society has also been identified as a difficulty for co-ops’ 
alternative organizing, specifically for the practice of democracy in 
worker co-ops (Varman and Chakrabarti, 2004). The lack of knowledge 
about how to practice democracy – the lack of ‘democratic 
consciousness’ – can easily bring forth hierarchies within co-ops as 
members are more familiar with such ideas and structures from other 
organizations. Rahul Varman and Manali Chakrabarti (2004) argue 
that education on democracy within co-ops can enhance members’ 
‘democratic consciousness’ and facilitate joint participation. However, 
learning may also bring co-ops closer to capitalist ideals. Joel 
Schoening (2005) argues that by acting on capitalist markets, co-
operators practice a form of ‘cooperative entrepreneurialism’ through 
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which they learn to adhere to cooperative values, but also to improve 
their ability to practice entrepreneurialism in line with capitalist ideals. 
The present dissertation explores how Swedish worker co-ops face 
difficulties in organizing themselves as resistance to aspects of 
capitalism. According to previous international research reviewed in 
this section, such difficulties can possibly encompass contextual 
marginalization and related risks of degeneration and reproduction of 
capitalist ideals. 
 
The fact that capitalist features in the context of worker co-ops may 
clash with cooperative ideals should, however, not only be understood 
as a risk factor for adaptation and degeneration. It can also strengthen 
the co-ops’ internal organizing according to other ideals. Based on a 
study of a Venezuelan worker co-op, William Todd Evans (2007) 
concludes that conflict between the co-op and external opponents can 
in fact shape the social process that develops a democratic workplace. 
There is even the potential of regeneration into cooperative ideals and 
organizing (Diamantopoulos, 2012), where democratic processes are 
identified as key (Langmead, 2016). In a study on three co-ops in the 
UK, Kiri Langmead concludes that the co-ops 
 

created […] space for values, organisational form and daily practice to be 
questioned and re-aligned through the development of new approaches 
and ways of being together. As such, risks of degeneration arising most 
prominently from pushes towards efficiency and managerialism, and the 
development of informal hierarchies, were transformed into creative and 
productive moments that capitalised on member diversity. (Langmead, 
2016, p. 95) 

 
This highlights how the co-ops employed democracy as a relational 
process of individual-collective alignment through which diversity was 
embraced as a creative potential. In other words, they did not rest 
solely on formal structures, but practiced democracy in direct, 
participatory processes to actively resist becoming too similar to 
capitalist-oriented organizations. This highlights how worker co-ops 
can relate to their context and cooperative principles in different ways. 
Possibly, such processes take time and commitment, as suggested by 
the illustrative title of Francesca Polletta’s (2002) work on 
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prefigurative democracy in social movements: Freedom is an Endless 
Meeting. 
 
In the editorial to a special issue on the alternative organizational form 
of co-ops, Cheney et al. (2014, p. 591) conclude that worker co-ops face 
five main challenges in their organizing. Two of these problems 
concern the internal organizing of worker co-ops: (1) how to organize 
leadership and democracy and (2) how to manage conflicts between 
varying goals and constituencies, including the relations between 
temporary workers and full members. The other three problems 
concern co-ops’ relation to a capitalist market economic context. One 
is (3) how worker co-ops’ social and economic resilience is supported 
by their organizing, which includes cooperation between co-ops as a 
supportive resource. Another problem concerns (4) how worker co-ops 
relate to the financial system and the state, the community and 
organized labor as such. Here, different kinds of support for co-ops, for 
example concerning strategies for economic organizing, are found to 
be important. Last but not least, the fifth central problem is (5) how 
cooperative values are pursued within the context of international 
markets, concerning both how the cooperative values are being spread 
beyond the worker co-ops and how co-ops can maintain their ideals in 
a market economic context characterized by other ideals. Degeneration 
is identified as a risk, and further research is called for to investigate 
how globally expanding co-ops practice cooperative values while 
respecting cultural and legal organizational differences. Cheney et al. 
(2014) sum up quite well the main difficulties identified in the previous 
research above, and also outline the possibilities for worker co-ops to 
manage and try to overcome each of these difficulties. 
 
In general, then, previous research points to both possibilities and 
difficulties faced by worker co-ops in their alternative organizing in the 
capitalist market economic contexts in which they act. Worker co-ops 
have a marginalized position and risk degeneration but are also faced 
with important opportunities for alternative organizing and resistance 
to capitalism, formally and informally. The next section offers a brief 
summary of the present chapter, before moving on to chapter 3 to 
discuss the methodological undertakings and considerations of the 
dissertation. 
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Summary 
This chapter has explored the type of Swedish worker co-ops that are 
covered in the present dissertation, namely economic associations 
equally owned and democratically governed by those who work in the 
co-op and receive economic compensation for that work, acting in 
capitalist contexts. Excluded from this study are co-ops that are not 
worker co-ops, but also worker co-ops that are engaged in welfare 
production or have a work-integrative approach, such as offering work 
rehabilitation for people distanced from the regular labor market. This 
exclusion is based, on the one hand, on the fact that such co-ops relate 
to other more specific regulations than the open competition 
characteristic of capitalist market economic contexts, and, on the other 
hand, on the prevalence of previous research on such worker co-ops.  
 
The relative lack of research on Swedish worker co-ops in general, and 
on worker co-ops that are neither work-integrative nor engaged in 
welfare production in particular, reflects their marginalized position in 
Sweden, despite a strong history of consumer and producer 
cooperation. One possible explanation discussed in this chapter is the 
strong labor movement, which has prioritized workers’ rights as 
employees rather than as both workers and owners. The chapter also 
concerned Swedish worker co-ops’ embeddedness in capitalist contexts 
and periods with an upsurge of cooperative development in Sweden. 
 
Subsequently, I turned to international research to explore what 
knowledge it could offer in relation to the two research questions of this 
dissertation. In relation to the first research question, how co-
operators’ presentations of worker co-ops relate to and resist aspects of 
capitalism, previous research indicates several strands of tension at 
work. Although sometimes constructed as critique against capitalism, 
co-operators may also present their organizations as similar to 
capitalist-oriented businesses. Concerning the second research 
question, how Swedish worker co-ops organize themselves as 
resistance to aspects of capitalism, and what possibilities and 
difficulties they face in that organizing, previous research shows that 
worker co-ops’ marginalized position in market economic contexts 
involves risks of adapting to and becoming similar to capitalist-
oriented organizations. Nevertheless, worker co-ops also face 
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important opportunities for alternative and oppositional organizing 
with the potential to resist capitalism, both imbued in their formal 
organizational form and further strengthened by informal social and 
democratic processes. The research methodology employed in the 
present study is discussed in the following chapter.  
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3 Methodology 

This chapter includes discussions on how the research in this 
dissertation has been methodologically conducted, from the first steps 
of approaching the empirical field, to generating and analyzing the 
empirical material and reporting the findings. I begin by briefly 
presenting the employed perspective of social constructionism and an 
overview of the empirical cases. This is followed by a discussion of the 
selection process and the transferability of the research results. 
Subsequently, the different empirical cases are discussed in turn, 
including the associated methods for generating and analyzing the 
resulting data. Lastly, the chapter ends with a section on ethical 
considerations. 
 

A social constructionist point of departure 
The purpose of this dissertation is to explore how worker co-ops, 
primarily in Sweden, are constructed and organized by co-operators in 
ways that can resist capitalism, while at the same time having to relate 
to capitalism as the context in which they operate. In line with the 
purpose to explore how co-ops are constructed, a point of departure in 
this dissertation is social constructionism. In general, social 
constructionism includes skepticism towards the potential of studying 
an essential and naturally-given reality where knowledge represents 
objective truths which directly reflect the true essence of this reality. 
Instead, the perspective assumes that representations and ways of 
experiencing and interpreting the world are historically and culturally 
specific and contingent, and are formed and reproduced through social 
processes (Winther Jørgensen and Phillips, 2000, p. 11). There are, 
however, several approaches to social constructionism that vary 
according to different degrees of radicality (see e.g. Berger and 
Luckmann, 1966; Burr, 2003; Elder-Vass, 2012; Hacking, 2000; 
Parker, 1998; Potter, 1996; Searle, 1996). 
 
The social constructionist perspective I employ in this dissertation 
includes a view of social reality as ontologically material and discursive, 
where some features of reality are intrinsic to nature regardless of 
being observed by conscious beings such as humans. Other features of 
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reality are relative to how they are socially constructed and created as 
meaningful. Explained differently, ‘the existence of observer-relative 
features of the world does not add any new material objects to reality, 
but it can add epistemically objective features to reality’ (Searle, 1996, 
p. 10). An example of an intrinsic feature is the physical mass of a stone. 
The object’s meaningfulness as a stone, objectively, is socially formed, 
although also influenced by the materiality of its physical mass. This 
means that objects are produced as recognizable – this is a stone – 
through discursive practices (Hardy and Thomas, 2015). What counts 
as true is formed through social, discursive processes, despite the 
presence of a material reality intrinsic to nature and independent of 
being observed by conscious beings. Thus, the social processes that 
shape meaning include both ‘the discursive effects of the material, and 
the material effects of the discursive’ (Hook, 2007, p. 126). I refrain 
from drawing a demarcation line between discourse and materiality by 
saying that I study either one or the other, or privilege discourse over 
materiality (Hardy and Thomas, 2015; Putnam, 2015). Instead, I 
understand social constructions as both discursive and materially 
stabilizing. Similarly, constructions and practices are inevitably 
intertwined, just like knowledge and practice cannot exist 
independently (Foucault, 1972). In line with the ontological perspective 
of Judith Butler, ‘practice is the realm in which discourse has real 
effects upon people’ (Burr, 1998, p. 20). This means that social 
constructions are continuously being produced, reproduced, 
materialized and transformed through practice.  
 
The employed social constructionist perspective enables the present 
exploration of how worker co-ops are constructed and organized in 
relation to capitalism by focusing on their discursive-material and 
socially contingent practices. Such practices are enacted by the 
cooperative members but also influenced by their social, material and 
historical context. The dissertation’s two research questions that both 
begin with a ‘how’ are intended to contribute with deepened knowledge 
and understandings of the social processes at play in this specific 
moment in space and time. As mentioned, I have not specified in 
advance which aspects of constructing and organizing co-ops as 
resistance to capitalism are to be focused on. Since previous research 
on Swedish worker co-ops vis-à-vis capitalism is scarce and does not 



 

 
 
 

70 

point towards a specific direction, an open approach enables sensitivity 
to what emerges as important throughout the analysis. A mixture of 
qualitative methods is employed to study worker co-ops from different 
angles, which allows for in-depth explorations characterized by 
flexibility and openness over premeditation in relation to the empirical 
field. In this study, these explorations specifically concern co-
operators’ presentations and experiences of worker co-ops and how 
they articulate those experiences.  
 
The empirical cases explored in the dissertation are presented in this 
chapter, in three respective sections: Swedish worker co-ops, an 
international marketing campaign intended to promote co-ops, and 
timebanks. An overview of the methods and material used in the four 
articles is also seen in Table 2 below. The order of the cases in this 
methodology chapter reflects their relative weight in the dissertation. 
The largest and central part consists of the Swedish worker co-ops, 
which are analyzed in Articles II, III and IV. Article I is instead based 
on the analysis of the international marketing campaign. The case of 
timebanks complements and broadens the analysis of worker co-ops in 
Article IV, co-written with Majken Jul Sørensen who generated the 
material on timebanks used for secondary analysis in the article. I 
discuss more specific reasons for selecting these empirical cases in the 
three sections on the different cases below. First, however, the 
employed approach to the generalizability of the results is presented, 
as it has a bearing on the selection of empirical cases. 
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Table 2 Overview of empirical material in the articles. 
 
Empirical  
material 

Article  
I 

Article 
II 

Article 
III 

Article 
IV 
 

Material generated from five 
Swedish worker co-ops  
 

 x x x 

Material from an international 
marketing campaign 
promoting co-ops 
 

x    

Second hand-material on 
timebanks 
 

   x 

  

Generalization through transferability 
Important quality criteria for research with a constructivist and 
exploratory approach, such as this dissertation, include transferability, 
credibility and trustworthiness (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, p. 24).16 
While similar quality criteria are of course found in other research as 
well, without necessarily having to employ a constructive or explorative 
approach, they should here be understood in contrast to more 
quantitative quality criteria such as empirical representativity. The 
concluding arguments of the present research will be based on 
analytical and theoretical accuracy and detail rather than the number 
of cases (Hoggart and Goffman, 1979). This approach has influenced 
the selection of empirical cases, which in this dissertation was made 
according to their relevance and potential to be information-rich from 
a perspective of contributing to the purpose of the study (Patton, 2002; 
Rapley, 2014). The focus was sampling adequacy rather than sampling 
size (Bowen, 2008, p. 140). It can be difficult to make assumptions 
about such relevance and potential of empirical cases before material 
has been generated, for example before interviews have been 

 
16 In addition, Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (2005, p. 24) include a criterion of 
confirmability. As it requires that the research participants themselves confirm the results of 
the study, this criteron can be criticized for hindering critical sociology. In this thesis, I 
therefore focus on the criteria of transferability, credibility and trustworthiness. 
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conducted. In practice, this meant that the process of selecting 
empirical cases in this study was not completely finished before the 
data generation and analysis begun, but continued simultaneously with 
those processes. The point at which the generation of further empirical 
material was stopped, was based on theoretical saturation, that is, a 
redundancy of new information for the sake of the theoretical analysis 
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). ‘Theme saturation’ was understood to be 
reached when the analysis showed patterns that did not require further 
empirical material to be adequately explained (Bowen, 2008, p. 141; 
Hyde, 2003, p. 48). In addition, the generation of empirical material 
depended on the accessibility of empirical cases, discussed below. 
 
The specific case of worker co-ops, however, complicates the issue 
further. It is difficult to estimate the typicality of Swedish worker co-
ops in the selection process. The demarcation criteria of such 
organizations are not obvious, there are no general lists of current 
worker co-ops in Sweden, and previous research on such typicality is 
missing. Further, as Kiri Langmead (2016) acknowledges in her article 
on three co-ops in the UK, co-ops can be organized in very different 
ways. She refers to Ed Mayo, Secretary General of Co-operatives UK, 
who asserted that, ‘when you have seen one co-op, you have seen one 
co-op’ (Mayo, 2016 cited in Langmead, 2016, p. 94). In general, then, 
this means that it is not possible in the case of Swedish worker co-ops 
to strive for generalization or representativeness through ‘typical’ cases 
vis-à-vis a demarcated population (Maxwell and Chmiel, 2014).17 
Rather, in line with Langmead’s (2016) approach, the present study 
offers not a realist, representative generalizability of social facts, but 
‘fragments of discourse’ on worker co-ops as resistance to capitalism 
that gain meaning in the encounter between the reader, the text and 
the author (Foley, 2002, p. 479).  
 
Therefore, I employ the generalization concept of transferability in 
this study, as it does not necessitate empirically conditioned typicality 
or representativeness (Maxwell and Chmiel, 2014). Transferability 
refers to the external generalizability of a study’s results and generated 

 
17 Neither does the present research design require such representativeness, but it could 
nevertheless have been useful when considering the generalizability of the research results.  
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knowledge to other cases or situations beyond the study. Joseph A. 
Maxwell and Margaret Chmiel argue that  
 

“transfer” can be, and often is, based on a theoretical understanding of the 
processes (including contextual influences) involved in a particular 
situation or outcome, an understanding that can then be applied to other 
situations. (Maxwell and Chmiel, 2014, p. 548)  

 
This means that transferability encompasses the theoretical analysis of 
the studied empirical cases. The main difference from other 
generalization criteria is that transferability is not directly part of the 
process of empirical selection and analysis within a study, but usually 
becomes actualized after the results are presented, when the reader and 
potential user of the results can apply it to other instances (Jensen, 
2008; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Misco, 2007; Polit and Beck, 2010). In 
this dissertation, I offer such a transfer within the study itself, as the 
analysis of timebanks in Article IV points to parallels between the 
analysis of worker co-ops and timebanks. This analysis further 
indicates the potential of transfers to other empirical cases with similar 
characteristics. 
 
It is important to strengthen the potential of transferability through 
transparency within a research study, as it is the ‘researcher’s 
responsibility to paint a full picture of the context and then allow the 
reader to determine if the work is transferable to their context’ (Jensen, 
2008, p. 886). Devon Jensen (2008) points out some key 
considerations in order to do this, namely that the studied context 
should be carefully accounted for, that the participants of the study 
should be relevant for and closely linked to this context, and that the 
research questions are answered in detail. I have followed these 
considerations by making sure that the selected empirical cases 
matched the selection criteria, were information-rich, contextualized 
and relevant for the research questions, and that the subsequent 
analysis was reported with detail, transparence and accuracy in the 
articles and chapters that make up this dissertation. These 
considerations are important not only for the sake of transferability, 
but also to strengthen the study’s credibility and trustworthiness. In 
addition, I revisited the Swedish worker co-ops after the analysis in 
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order to present the results. The members’ responses to the analysis 
might help the reader to evaluate the credibility of the study. These 
revisits are discussed in more detail under the ethical considerations 
below, while the co-ops’ responses are presented in the final section of 
the concluding chapter (chapter 6).  
 
Thus far in the methodology chapter, some general methodological 
aspects have been discussed, such as the ontological and 
epistemological perspective of social constructionism and the 
employed approach to generalizability through transferability. In the 
following, I discuss in more detail how the different empirical cases 
were selected and the methods used to generate and analyze the 
material, starting with the Swedish worker co-ops, the main source of 
data in the present dissertation. 
 

Swedish worker co-ops 
In order to fulfil the purpose of exploring how Swedish worker co-ops 
in particular are constructed and organized by co-operators in ways 
that can resist capitalism, I have generated and analyzed empirical 
material from five Swedish worker co-ops. This material is analyzed in 
Articles II, III and IV. How the five Swedish worker co-ops were 
selected is discussed in this section. This is followed by discussions on 
the methods used to generate empirical material from these co-ops – 
interviews, observations and document collection – and the process of 
analyzing this material. 
 

Selecting Swedish worker co-ops  
The selection criteria for the worker co-ops included in the study are, 
firstly, that they are worker co-ops in Sweden that are owned and run 
by the members who also work in the organization and receive 
monetary income from that work. Such worker co-ops are related to the 
‘new wave’ of cooperation distinct from the traditional form of 
cooperation in Sweden in the areas of agriculture and consumption 
(Vamstad, 2012). The worker co-ops are further delimited to co-ops 
organized in the legal organizational form of economic associations, 
which is the organizational form in Sweden that is most apt for the 
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cooperative principles of ‘one member, one vote’, with democratic 
management and equal ownership among members. This delimitation 
concurs with the work by Svensk Kooperation who only includes 
economic associations in their regular investigations of the 100 biggest 
co-ops in Sweden (Mann, 2018). While organizations can be run as co-
ops in other legal organizational forms, such as employee-owned stock 
companies, the core of ‘cooperative Sweden’ is probably found among 
economic associations (Mann, 2018, p. 33).  
 
Due to the knowledge gap in previous research as well as the aim to 
explore cooperative organizing in relation to capitalism, this thesis 
focuses on worker co-ops acting in the private market sector in Sweden, 
rather than co-ops which are associated with the public sector as 
producers of welfare services. I also exclude so-called work-integrative 
social co-ops, co-ops that specifically offer work for people distanced 
from the regular labor market (Augustinsson et al., 2016). These 
delimitations are mainly based on two reasons (also discussed above in 
chapter 2). Firstly, there has been some previous research on work-
integrative social co-ops (see e.g. Hedin, 2015) and worker co-ops that 
are producers of welfare services (see e.g. Enlund, 2020). In contrast, 
worker co-ops of the new wave that do not aim specifically to be work-
integrative have rarely been studied. Secondly, work-integrative social 
co-ops and co-ops that produce welfare services are related to the 
public welfare sector and its particular legal regulations, and do not 
compete on capitalist economic markets in the same ways as worker 
co-ops without such characteristics. 
 
Further, the organizations describe themselves publicly as co-ops, for 
example on their websites or in other digital news or social media. This 
demarcation was made in order to exclude economic associations that 
do not understand themselves as worker co-ops, and, as mentioned 
above, an exhaustive list of active worker co-ops does not exist. It is 
assumed that organizations that present themselves as co-ops adhere, 
at least to some extent, to the cooperative values and principles (ICA, 
2020a). This demarcation enables the exploration of how co-ops that 
understand themselves as such are constructed and organized by the 
co-op members. Of course, there may be worker co-ops that 
understand themselves as such without having websites on which they 
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can use this label, but those can be difficult to find. I tried contacting 
two local Coompanion offices, the nationally funded Swedish 
organization that aids and promotes co-ops in Sweden, to see if they 
could possibly help me in finding such worker co-ops without websites 
or other digital media presence. They were not able to provide any lists 
of worker co-ops, but instead distributed across their network my 
invitation to participate in the research. The invitation encouraged co-
ops to contact me if they were interested in participating. However, this 
did not generate any contacts with co-ops, so I abandoned this 
approach. The present selection of worker co-ops is thus limited to co-
ops with websites or a presence in digital news media or similar, where 
they present themselves in ways that display their cooperative 
character.  
 
From the worker co-ops that match the selection criteria, found in 
different ways through online search engines, 11 worker co-ops were 
contacted. Variation was sought in the contacted co-ops in aspects such 
as occupational branch, geographical location, number of members, 
and time since the co-op was started, with the aim to access a relatively 
wide selection of different worker co-ops. By e-mail, I asked if the co-
op would be interested in discussing eventual participation in the 
research study. The e-mail contained information and a short 
presentation of the purpose of the research. It was explained that 
depending on practical issues and the extent to which the co-op wanted 
to participate, participation could involve interviews with members, 
access to the co-op’s central documents, and/or observation, for 
example at workplace meetings. The e-mail further ensured that the 
identity of the co-op and the individual members would be kept 
confidential throughout the whole research process and the final 
presentations of the study. Confidentiality and anonymization are 
further discussed under the research ethics below.  
 
It was ultimately quite difficult to find co-ops that matched the 
selection criteria and also agreed to participate in the study. Of the 11 
contacted co-ops, five agreed to participate. I was unable to get a 
response from two of the co-ops, despite additional e-mails, and one 
co-op replied that it no longer existed. Another co-op replied with 
initial interest, but I received no further response. I tried calling a 
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number I found on the website, without any answer.18 Two other co-
ops replied positively in response to the study, but declined to 
participate, in one case due to bad timing and heavy workload, and the 
other due to a present delicate situation with internal reorganizing. In 
the latter case, the co-op explained that they were not comfortable 
having an outsider observe the sensitive discussions that characterized 
their work at the present time. In response, I suggested individual 
interviews with just a few members, but this was declined. The worker 
co-ops that did not become part of the study were active in business 
branches such as food, media and technical development. 
 
Overall, this process indicates that it is not uncomplicated to access 
these co-ops, which relates to the argument that a research study 
always enters and, in some ways, disturbs that which is being studied 
(Seale, 2018). The participation in the present study could have been 
seen by the co-ops as an outsider’s unwelcome involvement in the co-
op’s internal social processes, or as an extra and unwelcome work task 
(as implied by the declining co-ops). Regarding the co-ops that agreed 
to participate, it became clear that they were quite busy as well. Overall, 
the aim to gain access to worker co-ops while also trying to disturb their 
businesses as little as possible led me to accept that individual co-ops 
would participate in the study to a fairly limited degree. For example, I 
mainly conducted interviews with individual members and did not 
push to access the co-ops in order to carry out observations at length. 
These and other limitations are further discussed below regarding the 
specific methods for data generation. 
 
The difficulties in finding co-ops to participate in the study might have 
led to a selection bias by only selecting co-ops that were doing well or 
had extra time at their disposal. It is also possible that the co-ops 
wanted to participate in order to spread knowledge about worker co-
ops and to represent this organizational form as a particularly 
beneficial way to organize economic business. This was apparent in 
some cases, for example when one co-op member ended an interview 
by saying, ‘Now I hope you will come up with some good solutions for 

 
18 In hindsight, it might have been easier to gain access to co-ops if I had contacted them by 
telephone rather than by e-mail, although it is not possible to say for certain. However, the 
thought did not occur to me at the time.  
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how there can be more co-ops in Sweden’. The main risk of this possible 
bias is that the co-ops’ organizing becomes articulated in a particularly 
favorable manner, and members might avoid raising issues related to 
potentially problematic aspects of the cooperative form of organizing. 
This risk was managed by explicitly asking the co-operators questions 
about eventual problems related to their organizing. I return to the 
interview practicalities below, but first I give a short presentation of the 
five co-ops that agreed to participate in the study. 
 

The five Swedish worker co-ops in this study 

The selection process led to the inclusion of five Swedish worker co-ops 
that agreed to participate in the present research study. Here, I 
describe some empirical characteristics of these co-ops, which serves 
as a background to the analysis. I restrict the details in order to keep 
the co-ops’ identities confidential (see the section on ethical 
considerations below). Some of the co-ops’ characteristics are 
discussed in more depth in the articles of the dissertation.  
 
Table 3 presents an overview of the five Swedish worker co-ops in this 
study. The presented information includes the co-ops’ characteristics 
during the time of data generation, between October 2016 and June 
2017, but might since have changed. The same holds for the co-ops’ 
very existence. When revisiting the co-ops in late 2019, however, they 
were all still active.  
 
The co-ops are relatively small, with between 3 and 11 members, and 
have between active for 3 to 30 years at the time of data generation. 
The names given to the co-ops in the research project reflect the 
business sector in which they are active: the Transportation Co-op, the 
Drama Co-op, the Heritage Co-op, the Environment Co-op and the Art 
Co-op. The five co-ops are mainly located in urban environments, 
primarily in middle-sized to large Swedish cities. 
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Table 3 Overview of the five Swedish worker co-ops at the time of data generation, 
between October 2016 and June 2017. 

 
Worker co-ops 
in the study 

Number of 
years active 

Number of 
members 
 

Democratic 
management 

Transportation  
Co-op 

3 9 Representative 
democracy,  
monthly board 
meetings, yearly 
members’ meetings 
 

Drama Co-op 6 3 Direct, participatory 
democracy,  
day-to-day members’ 
meetings based on 
need 
 

Heritage Co-op 17 7 Direct, participatory 
democracy,  
members’ meetings 
once a month 
 

Environment  
Co-op 

30 11 Direct, participatory 
democracy,  
members’ meetings 
twice a month 
 

Art Co-op 12 6 Direct, participatory 
democracy,  
day-to-day members’ 
meetings based on 
need 
 

 
 
The forth column in Table 3, concerning democratic management, 
requires further explanation. All five co-ops have a selected board, 
which is legally required for economic associations, but in four of the 
five co-ops, the board is mainly formal. The Drama Co-op, the Heritage 
Co-op, the Environment Co-op and the Art Co-op organize their 
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management through participatory, direct democracy. This means that 
all members are invited to participate in meetings and the co-ops’ 
strategic and operative decisions are made jointly by the members. The 
Transportation Co-op differs from the others by practicing 
representative democracy. It is only in this co-op that the selected 
board is not just formal, but is in charge of the co-op’s strategic 
decision-making. This co-op also has three members in an operative 
group, focusing more on the practical, daily management of the co-op. 
At the time of the data generation, most of the operative group 
members were also active members of the board. Meetings for all 
members are held three to four times a year on special issues. If no such 
issues occur, the main members’ meeting is once a year, during which 
the members democratically choose members for the board. 
 
Even though worker co-ops are member-based organizations, it is 
possible for them to hire temporary employees who work in the co-op 
without becoming full-fledged members sharing the democratic 
ownership and government of the co-op. This is regulated in the co-
op’s bylaws. The Transportation Co-op has no non-member employees, 
as new workers become members immediately when they start to work 
in the organization. In the Heritage Co-op and the Environment Co-op, 
workers become members after having worked there for a trial period 
of one year. The Drama Co-op and the Art Co-op, on the other hand, 
occasionally hire workers temporarily for certain projects without 
offering membership. This is used as a solution to carry out specific 
projects with a temporary increase in workload but without having to 
increase the group of long-term members. Issues concerning 
membership and democratic management are analyzed in Article III. 
 
Before moving on from the empirical description of the co-ops, I will 
briefly mention two additional characteristics, namely the ways in 
which the co-ops generate work and how they share this work within 
the co-ops. The worker co-ops can all be understood as service 
providers rather than producers of material goods, which means that 
all five co-ops generate work by selling their services to external 
customers. The customers are private and public organizations rather 
than private individuals. The Transportation Co-op, hired to transport 
goods for other companies, is the co-op with the most long-term 
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committed customers out of the five. The other four co-ops carry out 
more project-based work. This means that customers vary over time, 
although they sometimes return and thereby form long-term 
relationships with the co-op. The Drama Co-op and the Art Co-op work 
on temporary projects for customers who request and hire their 
services (with the latter also receiving some public economic funding 
for which they have applied). The Heritage Co-op and the Environment 
Co-op mainly receive work projects by tendering as suppliers of 
services in competition with other suppliers. The ways in which the 
worker co-ops relate to customers is touched upon in the analysis in 
Article II. 
 
Tendering as suppliers, as carried out by the Heritage Co-op and the 
Environment Co-op, includes cooperation between individual co-op 
members with certain competencies. The generated work assignments 
are tied to these particular members. In the Transportation Co-op, the 
Drama Co-op and the Art Co-op, however, the members engage to a 
large extent in similar work tasks and share the work generated by the 
co-op among all members. There are nevertheless variations in how 
much work individual members undertake, which also influences how 
much the members are economically compensated by the co-op. In the 
two culture co-ops, the Drama Co-op and the Art Co-op, the members’ 
work time and associated economic compensation are fixed monthly to 
a set percentage of the Swedish full-time hours, where 100% equals 40 
hours of work per week. In the other three co-ops, the monthly salary 
is more varied depending on how much work the individual member 
has carried out within the co-op. In the project-based Heritage Co-op 
and Environment Co-op, certain months might be very busy with work 
on particular projects, while other months might be quieter, for 
example if one project is recently finished and a new one has not yet 
started. The issue of work time and economic compensation is analyzed 
in more depth in Article IV. 
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Interviews, observations and documents 
The methods for generating data19 from the five Swedish worker co-ops 
are mainly qualitative interviews, complemented with contextualizing 
observations and gathering of texts in different forms, such as policy 
documents and manuals. In this section, I discuss how these methods 
were carried out in practice. Overall, the data generation was 
conducted between October 2016 and June 2017, until the point of 
saturation, based on the assumption that additional material would not 
offer new insights but simply more of the same. The generated material 
was considered to be as thorough, detailed and nuanced as needed in 
order to analyze it and answer the dissertation’s research questions. Of 
course, it is not possible to know for certain what more empirical 
material might have meant. Other co-ops or co-op members might 
have contributed with different perspectives (further discussed below).  
 

Interviews 

The bulk of the analyzed empirical material in this thesis was generated 
through semi-structured interviews with members of the Swedish 
worker co-ops. Interviews were employed as a method to generate 
empirical material that enables access to, or more accurately, the joint 
production of, ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz, 1973) of the investigated 
empirical field. A total of 17 members from the co-ops were 
interviewed, with 12 individual interviews and two group interviews. 
The first group interview was held with two members of the Drama Co-
op and the other with four members of the Art Co-op. One of the 
members of the Art Co-op participated in both the group interview and 
an individual interview. In the selection of members to interview, I 
sought variation in a range of aspects such as how long they had worked 
in the co-op, their role within the co-op, age, gender and education. In 
some cases, I was given access to a list of members, allowing me to 
contact them directly with interview requests. In other cases, the co-
ops themselves suggested members for me to interview based on whom 
they deemed fit, based on my request for variation and the members’ 

 
19 The term ‘generating’ is used here to indicate that data are both gathered and created 
throughout the research process, rather than already existing in the empirical field and just 
waiting to be ‘collected’.  
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interest in participating. This may have meant that the interviewees 
had specific qualities, such as being particularly engaged in the co-ops’ 
organizing, although it is not possible to say for certain. During the 
interviews, I got the general impression that those who had been 
members from the start seemed slightly more committed to, and able 
to articulate more clearly, the aims and visions of the co-ops than those 
who had joined more recently.  
 
The interviewees chose the location for the interview, which resulted in 
most of them being held in an office at the co-op’s workplace, and a few 
in a public café or at the interviewee’s home. The interviews varied in 
length between one and two hours. The group interviews both took 
place at the co-ops’ workplaces. The interviews were recorded with 
consent from the interviewees using a portable microphone and then 
transcribed using the software NVivo shortly afterwards. I also took 
some notes during the interviews, mainly to keep track of the discussed 
issues and to remember to ask particular questions that arose during 
the interviews. In two cases, I had some problems with the recording 
device, which meant that a full recording of the interview failed. I 
noticed the problem directly after the interview and quickly recorded 
my verbal recollections in as much detail as possible using my notes. 
These recordings were then also transcribed. 
 
The formulated interview guide (Appendix 1), used during both the 
individual interviews and the group interviews, focused on issues 
related to the internal and external organizing of the worker co-op. This 
included how the co-op is organized and experienced by the members 
regarding economics, division of labor, power, decision-making, 
working conditions, aims and visions, relations between members, 
conflicts, internal and external communication, how the members 
would describe the co-op, and the co-op’s relation to customers, other 
businesses and the surrounding society. I explored these themes by 
asking for concrete examples and pros and cons of the ways of 
organizing. The idea was to ask open questions on a variety of 
organizational issues so the interviewees could articulate how their co-
op is organized without prescribing an understanding upon them. This 
approach enabled me to be open to what aspects of the co-ops’ 
organizing the members themselves articulated as important. The 
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notion of resistance to capitalism was not explicitly mentioned in 
questions during the interview, as it developed as a topic of particular 
interest during the research process. The theme of resistance became 
apparent in the following analysis of how the co-operators talked about 
their organizations. This analytical process is discussed in more detail 
below concerning the methods for analyzing the material from the 
Swedish worker co-ops.  
 
Overall, the interview accounts were viewed as social constructions 
rather than reflections of the interviewees’ underlying psychological 
intentions or motivations (Potter, 1996). The ways in which the co-ops 
were constructed throughout the interviews were understood as 
discursive-material articulations intertwined with the co-ops’ social 
and material practices. This meant that the descriptions of the co-ops’ 
practices were viewed as constructions themselves, but also as 
representations of how the co-ops were organized beyond the interview 
situation. In such construction processes, co-operators are embedded 
in societal contexts which comprise both possibilities and constraints 
of agency. I thus saw the interviewees as ‘authored authors’ 
(Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015, p. 3), in other words, as active meaning-
making subjects who are also part of societal contexts, such as the 
general society and the worker co-ops, that influence the interviewees’ 
authorship. Further, the interview material was produced by the 
interviewee and me as the interviewer together through active 
interaction (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015, p. 5). This requires an 
interviewer who adapts to the interviewee’s influence on the interview. 
Whereas the interviewee in some cases spoke freely and at length in 
ways that limited the need to steer the conversation according to the 
interview guide, other instances required me to take a more active role 
as an interviewer.  
 
The group interviews were held with two co-ops – the Drama Co-op 
and the Art Co-op – with whom I did not conduct observation during a 
members’ meeting (discussed below). These two co-ops share certain 
features, such as belonging to the cultural sector and members often 
working together on a daily basis. While I had planned to observe 
meetings of the Drama Co-op and the Art Co-op, it turned out that they 
did not have much on their meeting agendas when I met them. 
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Working closely together on a day-to-day basis, these two co-ops have 
daily meetings and discussions based on need rather than formal 
members’ meetings. Therefore, I used the opportunity to conduct the 
group interviews. The group interviews enabled me to generate 
interview accounts of the organizing of worker co-ops that were co-
produced in interaction between me and the members, and between 
the members themselves. In contrast, individual interviews made it 
possible to generate members’ articulations of the co-ops’ organizing 
without the direct presence of other members, which enabled 
comparisons of how different members constructed the co-ops’ 
organizing. In hindsight, it could have been helpful to conduct more 
group interviews in order to further explore how the co-operators 
construct the organizing of the co-op together, although I cannot say 
for certain how this might have contributed to the analysis. When 
comparing the group interviews with the individual interviews, I 
nevertheless acknowledged that the individual interviews offered more 
thorough accounts with more elaborate reasoning than the group 
interviews, possibly due to members having more time to elaborate 
their own views. The observations I conducted in addition to the 
interviews, discussed in the next section, were important in order to 
contextualize individual members’ interview accounts. 
 

Observations 
The observations complemented the interviews and were conducted 
mainly during members’ meetings at the co-ops. I observed one 
members’ meeting at the Environment Co-op and one at the Heritage 
Co-op. The members’ meetings in these co-ops are held, respectively, 
twice and once a month, and are opportunities for them to discuss and 
make decisions about the management of the co-op on issues such as 
economics, work projects, adding new members and so on. In addition, 
I observed one customer meeting at the Transportation Co-op, and one 
luncheon at the Environment Co-op. In the Transportation Co-op, I 
was also invited to join their e-mail list and group chat on the app 
WhatsApp. This allowed me to observe the co-op’s organizing to some 
extent, as they had no members’ meetings planned at the time. I also 
intended to observe meetings at the Art Co-op and the Drama Co-op 
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but, as mentioned above, they did not have much to discuss at that 
point.  
 
During the observations, I took on a quiet and passive role. I did not 
speak unless the members addressed me, for example in some cases to 
explain something they thought I was not familiar with. During the 
members’ meetings, I sat with the other members around the table but 
placed my chair slightly to the side in order to avoid being centrally 
positioned. The meeting at the Heritage Co-op was recorded using a 
portable microphone, but I took notes during the Environment Co-op’s 
meeting as they declined sound recording.  
 
In relation to the interviews, the observations make up a smaller part 
of the data generation. This proportionality is also visible in the 
articles, where most quotes are taken from the interview transcripts, 
although the material generated through observations contributed to 
the analysis. One main factor limited the possibility of more expanded 
observations, namely that it was more difficult to gain consent to 
participate as an observer during the co-ops’ work and meetings than 
to interview individual members. When I contacted the co-ops initially, 
I asked about both possibilities. Among the co-ops that agreed to 
participate, the responses mainly favored interviews, stating, for 
example, that they were interested in participating and that I could 
contact members individually for interviews. Concerning observations, 
the co-ops were hesitant about how much I would get out of this from 
a research perspective, from which I interpreted a slight reluctance to 
invite me to observe. The responses further indicated that the co-op 
members were quite busy and would not be able to assist me too much, 
which gave me the overall impression that the co-ops were generally 
more comfortable with me generating empirical material through 
individual interviews than observations. Members’ meetings were 
suggested as a possibility, mainly as a way to see how they manage the 
co-op, which I accepted. As I did not want to interfere too much with 
the co-ops’ work, I did not push to increase the periods of observation. 
The difficulty in gaining access to worker co-ops for the empirical study 
did possibly lead me to adapt more to their wishes than I would have 
done if it had been easier to find co-ops interested in participating.  
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A more extensive observational study could have generated further 
insights into the organizing of the co-ops in practice, such as everyday 
enactments of aspects such as work relations, working conditions and 
how they relate to their societal context. Instead, the observations 
served as a form of illustrative backdrop to the co-op members’ 
interview accounts about the organizing of the co-ops. For example, the 
observations helped me to understand what the members meant when 
referring to members’ meetings during the interviews. In some cases, 
the interviewees described the co-op using concrete examples of issues 
that had been discussed during the meeting I observed. The additional 
collection of documents central in the organizing of the co-ops played 
a similar role. 
 

Document collection 

In addition to the generation of data through interviews and 
observations within the five worker co-ops, I collected documents from 
the co-ops that are central in their organizations according to their 
members. Such documents include policy documents, member 
agreements, work manuals and vision statements. The documents 
offered examples of how the cooperative organizing is formalized into 
guiding and regulatory text documents. Even though the documents 
were few, and to a large degree consisted of formal, legal content 
excluded from the scope of this thesis, they functioned as illustrative 
examples that allowed me to understand the interview accounts in 
slightly more depth. For example, the interviewees sometimes referred 
to such documents when articulating how the co-op is organized. Thus, 
both the observations and these documents comprised a smaller part 
of the empirical material, mainly serving as concrete examples to 
complement the interviews. Consequently, the analysis of the Swedish 
worker co-ops in the dissertation mainly concerns the qualitative 
interviews with co-op members.  
 

Analyzing material from the Swedish worker co-ops 
In line with the social constructionist perspective, the analysis was 
conducted with the aim to explore how meaning was constructed by the 
co-operators, rather than to analytically uncover essentiality and 
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transcendent truths. This means that the generated empirical material 
was analyzed as situated practices of social constructions of reality. The 
following excerpt from Foucault highlights this position: 
 

We must not imagine that the world turns toward us a legible face which 
we would have only to decipher; the world is not the accomplice of our 
knowledge; there is no prediscursive providence which disposes the world 
in our favor. We must conceive discourse as a violence which we do to 
things, or in any case a practice which we impose on them; and it is in this 
practice that the events of discourse find the principle of their regularity. 
(Foucault, 1981, p. 67) 

 
Thus, when analyzing the empirical material, it is the produced 
discourse that is being deconstructed and put back together again. It is 
not possible, even in the analysis, to avoid being influenced by the way 
language enables talk about the world. The post-empiricist 
epistemology I employ in this dissertation includes the assumption that 
‘observations, facts or data are always “theory-laden”’ (Carleheden, 
2016, p. 40). This means that the empirical material and the 
possibilities of creative theorizing are embedded in preconceptions, 
whether departing from everyday knowledge or sociological theories. 
In adhering to Mikael Carleheden’s understanding, and Richard 
Swedberg’s (2014) emphasis on the importance of creative theorizing 
in sociological research, I have attempted to approach the research 
field by, on the one hand, being inspired by theoretical and everyday 
concepts, and on the other hand, acknowledging the possible 
limitations of preconceptions and seeking to exceed those limits. The 
motive for doing so is to avoid getting stuck in research patterns that 
restrain the potential of reaching novel and original knowledge that 
may expand our understanding.  
 
Practically, the process of analyzing data from the five Swedish worker 
co-ops began in parallel with the employed methods for generating 
material and subsequent transcribing of interviews. This occurred 
during an intense period in 2016–2017 that gave me such a detailed 
acquaintance with the content that I was able to engage in the analysis 
intuitively by thinking about it while doing other things, such as taking 
a walk. Thereby, the generated material was almost experienced as an 
empirical field that I entered and stayed in throughout this phase of the 
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research process. Following and parallel to the generating and 
transcribing of empirical material, I engaged in an initial open phase of 
coding, sorting and relating the empirical material using the computer 
software NVivo. This open coding can be described as a form of 
thematic analysis through which I coded elements and topics in the 
material and then looked for similarities, differences and patterns 
between the codes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Following this process, I 
formed empirically grounded themes which pointed towards central 
tendencies in the material. This is when the theme of resistance to 
capitalism entered the research process.  
 
Resistance came forth in the strong tendency of the co-operators to 
describe the co-ops not only in a positive sense regarding their 
organizing, but to a large extent also in a negative sense by contrasting 
and critically comparing the co-ops with perceived dominant and 
undesired ways of organizing businesses associated with capitalism. 
The notion of resistance is included in the introduction and research 
questions as a point of departure for the dissertation, but the theorizing 
of worker co-ops as resistance is also a main result of this research. In 
this way, the research questions are those that were ‘answered at the 
end of the research process – not always the ones you started out with’ 
(Karlsson and Bergman, 2017, p. 12). As mentioned above, resistance 
was not a theme in the interview guide (see Appendix 1). The 
conceptualization of worker co-ops as resistance has in other words 
developed throughout the analysis to become a central theme of the 
dissertation as a whole.  
 
The initial coding also pointed towards striking similarities between 
the different worker co-ops. Members across the different co-ops 
articulated their organizing as resistance against aspects of capitalism 
in largely similar ways. Bearing in mind the acknowledgment that 
‘when you have seen one co-op, you have seen one co-op’ (Mayo, 2016 
cited in Langmead, 2016, p. 94), I found it significant and interesting 
that the five Swedish worker co-ops nevertheless showed such a 
resemblance, despite being active in quite disparate business branches 
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in different areas of Sweden.20 This is why the analysis in the 
dissertation articles focuses mainly on similarities rather than 
differences between the co-ops’ resistance. Of course, this approach 
may have hidden interesting differences in their ways of organizing and 
relating to the context in which they act. However, in cases where such 
differences were understood as crucial for the analysis, I have 
attempted to include them in the articles without departing too much 
from the main argument put forward. 
 
Returning to the method of analysis, I moved forward from the initial 
open coding and thematic analysis to seek applicable theoretical 
concepts to deepen the analysis, both in the themes developed through 
the open coding and in previous literature on resistance, power and 
capitalism. I here followed Carleheden’s (2016) advice to ask 
theoretically driven questions. Based on the theme of resistance to 
capitalism and the ambition to advance it further, I approached the 
material with questions on how the co-ops articulate resistance and 
how this resistance relates to different forms of power associated with 
capitalism. This led me to categorize the different articulations of 
resistance and power in the empirical material and explicate their 
connections to the ways in which the co-operators organize the worker 
co-ops. I experimented with different concepts of resistance in relation 
to the material, such as critical resistance (Hoy, 2004), counter-
conducts (Foucault, 2009, p. 201) and anti-authority struggles 
(Foucault, 1982, p. 781). Ultimately, I decided on theorizing the worker 
co-ops’ organizing in relation to capitalism as practices of ‘constructive 
resistance’ (Koefoed, 2018; Lilja, 2021; Sørensen, 2016; Sørensen and 
Vinthagen, 2012; Vinthagen, 2005), which was found to be the most 
applicable, accurate and illustrative concept in relation to the empirical 
material. The employed conceptualization of constructive resistance is 
discussed in chapter 5.  
 

 
20 When revisiting the worker co-ops in the final phase of the research project, discussed in 
the section on ethical considerations below, the co-operators themselves expressed great 
interest in the fact that the organizations showed such similarities. For example, one member 
of the Drama Co-op said that it was amazing that other co-ops thought like they did despite 
being relatively isolated from other co-ops. 
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The Swedish worker co-ops’ resistance was found to challenge different 
aspects of capitalism, such as capitalist-oriented businesses, profit 
accumulation, hierarchical governing, depersonalized work relations, 
working conditions under capitalism and capitalist temporality. The 
choices of themes for in-depth exploration in Articles II, III and IV were 
based on what came forth as most central in the constructions by the 
co-operators, but also on what was found to be particularly interesting 
and relevant from a sociological perspective and in relation to previous 
research. I accompanied the analysis with readings of literature on 
capitalism in order to theorize how the co-operators’ articulations of 
resistance to capitalism related to the wider context of neoliberal 
capitalism, as researched and understood by other scholars. This 
process led to the employment of literature on, for example, neoliberal 
capitalist discourse (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007; Springer, 2016), 
‘emotional’ capitalism (Illouz, 2007; Reber, 2012), capitalist 
temporality (Adam, 1998) and work relations under neoliberal 
capitalism (Costas, 2012; May, 2012).  
 
In this process of theorizing, I was further inspired by Mitchell Dean’s 
claim that ‘the present is the standing reason for conceptual creativity’ 
(Dean, 2010, p. 7). This means that new concepts can be formulated 
but also that already-formulated concepts can be used in a new way to 
explain something present. One apparent example of this in the present 
dissertation is the concept of ‘friendship compliance’ that Henriksson 
and I coin in Article III. Friendship compliance is inspired by the 
concept of ‘friendship culture’ (Costas, 2012), but departs from it by 
explaining a slightly different phenomenon identified in the analysis of 
the empirical material from the Swedish worker co-ops.  
 
In general, then, the results of the present dissertation are developed 
through a dynamic and relational analytical process of bringing 
together empirical material and theoretical concepts. This is one 
reason why this dissertation includes combined discussions on theory 
and analytical results in chapters 4 and 5 below, rather than a separate 
chapter on theory. In addition, this decision is based on the ambition 
to engage in meta-discussions of the articles without having to forcibly 
and unrepresentatively separate the empirical from the theoretical.  
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Thus far, the present chapter has included discussion on this 
dissertation’s main empirical case that consists of the five Swedish 
worker co-ops. In the following, the other two cases are discussed, 
namely the international marketing campaign analyzed in Article I and 
the case of timebanks that complements the analysis in Article IV.  
 

International marketing campaign 
Article I consists of a discourse analysis of an international marketing 
campaign intended to promote co-ops, issued by the ICA (the 
International Co-operative Alliance), the world’s largest global 
organization working to promote cooperation. This article provides an 
international perspective in answer to the first research question of this 
dissertation, namely, how co-operators’ presentations of worker co-ops 
relate to and resist aspects of capitalism.  
 
The choice to use material from this specific international marketing 
campaign developed during 2016 in parallel with the process of 
generating and analyzing the empirical material from Swedish worker 
co-ops. In this phase of the research, I read in depth about worker co-
ops, including how such organizations are described on international 
and Swedish websites about worker cooperation. These readings 
brought me to the website ica.coop, the official website of the ICA. 
When reading through the website, I noticed that the ICA was in the 
process of launching an international marketing campaign to promote 
the cooperative identity. The campaign website was titled ‘Cooperatives 
for a better world’ and the introductory quote specifically caught my 
attention: ‘Capitalism with a conscience’ (ICA, 2016). In relation to the 
initiated analysis of the empirical material from Swedish co-ops, where 
the theme of resistance to capitalism had begun to take shape, these 
expressions in the campaign became particularly interesting. The title 
implies that this campaign might include resistance to dominant ways 
of organizing economic businesses, while the introductory quote points 
to transformation rather than obstruction of capitalism. Thus, the ways 
in which the campaign actualized questions about constructions of co-
ops in relation to capitalism, which also emerged in the analysis of the 
Swedish worker co-ops, made the campaign material suitable as an 
international case to explore in complement to the Swedish case.   
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The campaign itself was named ‘Building a better world now’ and was 
initiated in November 2015 with the aim to specifically promote the 
cooperative identity and increase their global influence. The campaign 
material was intended to be used by co-operators around the world to 
spread the cooperative message in their communities and beyond, with 
customizable material targeting both people who are already members 
of co-ops and those without previous commitment. The analyzed 
campaign material was openly published online and available for 
download from the campaign website (ICA, 2016), though it is no 
longer available. The analyzed material, collected in 2016, consists of 
four PowerPoint presentations, mostly text-based with a uniform 
design. The material is described in more detail in Article I. Here, it 
suffices to say that the four presentations include a motivational plan 
for campaign engagement, an action plan for spreading the cooperative 
idea, an articulation of the possible impact of the campaign and an 
explanation of what the cooperative identity is. The method for 
analyzing the campaign is discussed in the following section. 
 

Discourse analysis 
The analysis of the international marketing campaign comprises a 
more outright discourse analysis compared to the analysis of material 
from the Swedish worker co-ops, due to the different types of empirical 
material and the specific analytical focus. Practically, the analysis of the 
international marketing campaign was conducted with inspiration 
from the Discourse Theory (DT) of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe 
(2001). In line with the social constructionist perspective, DT is based 
on the notion that dominant discourses with seemingly fixed structures 
exclude other meanings, although they can be challenged (Torfing, 
1999). DT views the ontology of the world from an antagonistic 
perspective as a form of structure of differences, where each entity or 
linguistic label derives its meaning from being different to other 
entities or labels. This includes a negative perspective on meaning-
making where meaning is formed by what it does not mean. The sign 
‘cooperative’, for example, renders meaning by being different to other 
signs such as ‘corporation’ and ‘business’. Thus, it is the differences 
between elements that shape their meaningfulness in social systems 
(Winther Jørgensen and Phillips, 2000, pp. 57–58). DT is suitable for 
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a study of similarities and differences and how constructions relate to 
contexts, specifically, how discursive structures are formed through 
meaning-shaping articulations that relate signs to each other. I found 
the method useful as a practical way to structure and deconstruct the 
campaign discourse. Inspiration from DT is mainly limited to the 
discourse analysis conducted in Article I, although the notion of 
articulations, referring to particular utterances that together 
contribute to the construction of a social reality, has influenced the 
analysis and writing in other parts of the dissertation as well. 
 
The specific analytical procedures used are presented in detail in 
Article I, but I make some brief remarks here. Specifically, I drew upon 
the operationalization of DT developed by Marianne Winther 
Jørgensen and Louise Phillips (2000, p. 57), as it offers an applicable 
step-by-step guide to how to conduct research using DT in practice. 
This guide serves as a complement to Laclau and Mouffe (2001) who 
have not themselves conducted detailed analysis of empirical material. 
The analytical process includes the search for the discursive signs and 
nodal points and their relatedness. Signs make up the parts of the 
discourse that can be described as a web of meaningful differences, 
which means that a sign creates meaning only by being placed in the 
discursive web of similarities and differences. Signs can have certain 
functions in the discourse, with some more privileged than others. 
Nodal points are signs that function as a discursive center, which 
means that other signs acquire meaning by being related to them 
(Torfing, 1999; Winther Jørgensen and Phillips, 2000).  
 
In the analysis, I coded central recurring signs as nodal points and 
explored their combination with other signs, more or less privileged in 
the discursive structure, in order to convey how meanings are created. 
The theoretical focus became to investigate how co-ops were 
articulated in the campaign in relation to other businesses and the 
context of neoliberal capitalism. In this process, I also used the concept 
of critical resistance (Hoy, 2004) to shed light on how the discursive 
constructions in the campaign were related to capitalist discourse as 
potential resistance. A more detailed discussion on the concept of 
critical resistance and how it has informed the present research is 
found in the section on critical resistance in chapter 5. The next issue 
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of interest here is the empirical case of timebanks, the third and final 
source of empirical material. 
 

Timebanks 
Article IV consists of a joint analysis of the empirical material from the 
five Swedish worker co-ops and timebanks. The inclusion of the case of 
timebanks in Article IV expands the empirical scope and analytical 
transferability of the dissertation, specifically by showing how the 
possibilities and difficulties faced by worker co-ops in their resistance 
to capitalism can also be found in other related forms of alternative 
organizing. Timebanks were incorporated in the dissertation after the 
theme of resistance to capitalism had developed in the analysis of the 
Swedish worker co-ops. The same holds for the theme of temporality, 
which is the focus of Article IV.  
 
In line with the aim of Article IV to analyze how organized alternatives 
to capitalism relate to, differ from and potentially undermine capitalist 
temporality, the case of timebanks was chosen as it comprises an 
initiative that departs from capitalist logics. Timebanks are generalized 
one-to-one exchange services where the person who carries out a 
service for someone in the network earns a time unit for themselves, 
which can then be exchanged for receipt of a service from someone else. 
The services are valued in terms of time units rather than money, and 
rendered as having equal exchange value regardless of the type of 
service or the person carrying out the service (Whitham and Clarke, 
2016). This excludes the potential for capital accumulation by external 
capital owners who profit from others’ work. Some timebanks even 
limit the length of time for which gained time units can be ‘stored’ in 
the timebanks, to ensure that no member can become ‘too rich’ in 
earned units. However, this regulation is mainly designed to solve the 
common problem that members largely offer rather than use services 
(Papaoikonomou and Valor, 2017). These networks can be understood 
as a special way of organizing work – work in terms of help and service 
exhanges between community members – that sidesteps certain core 
capitalist logics. Although different from worker co-ops, they share the 
potential of organizing work in a way that challenges capitalism.  
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The similarities between timebanks and the traditional understanding 
of paid work are further highlighted by the fact that timebanks are 
sometimes subject to a country’s tax regulations. This means that taxes 
must be paid for the exchanged services just like paid work, even 
though money is not involved, as in Finland (Joutsenvirta, 2016) and 
Sweden (Molnar, 2011). By stifling the timebanks’ aim to circumvent 
monetary exchange, this taxation thereby hinders the practical 
enactment of timebanks in Sweden. Therefore, the examples of 
timebanks analyzed in Article IV are not located in Sweden but in 
several other countries.  
 
Majken Jul Sørensen, the co-author of the article, gathered a range of 
second-hand material (Moore, 2007; Bishop, 2011) on timebanks to 
complement the analysis of worker co-ops in the article. The material 
was accessed through searches of academic databases and webpages on 
timebanks, described in more detail in Article IV. Specifically, it 
consisted of existing literature, previously published research and 
information about timebanks published online on their own websites. 
Access to first-hand empirical material such as original qualitative data 
sets could of course have enabled a more in-depth secondary analysis 
(Corti, 2018). However, it was not required in this case, as the article’s 
aim could be sufficiently fulfilled using the publicly available material. 
The secondary material was explicit in how timebanks relate to time, 
specifically clock time and commodification of time, which are the 
main analytical dimensions of capitalist temporality focused on in the 
article. This theoretical perspective on capitalist temporality is based 
on the work by Adam (1998).  
 
Considering that the case of timebanks comprises just half of one of the 
four articles of this dissertation, I do not linger on the issue further. 
Instead, I move on to discuss the final issue in this methodology 
chapter: the ethical issues that have been considered within and in 
relation to the present research project. 
 

Considering ethical issues 
In this section, I discuss the main ethical issues involved in the research 
process in relation to the participants in the study and the empirical 
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field at large. In line with the guidelines of the Swedish Research 
Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017, p. 8), the research was carried out 
with careful consideration of how to protect individual persons and 
organizations from being harmed by the research. I begin this section 
with some general remarks on consent, confidentiality and making the 
research results accessible to those concerned. The final section 
includes reflections on the role of the researcher. 
 

Informed consent 
In the case of the discourse analysis of the international marketing 
campaign, informed consent was not necessary due to the public 
availability of the material, published online on an open website 
(Vetenskapsrådet, 2017). Although this means that no individual 
persons are involved in the downloading of this material, there is a 
possible risk that the research might harm the organization behind the 
material, the ICA. This risk was weighed against the gains of the 
research and deemed to be relatively small. The same holds for the 
analyzed second-hand material on timebanks. 
 
Concerning the other part of the data generation, careful steps were 
taken in relation to the five Swedish worker co-ops and the members 
involved. Contact with the co-ops was initiated by me via an e-mail, in 
which I asked if the co-op or some of its members would like to 
participate in the research study, including what such participation 
could entail. This initial contact involved providing information about 
the purpose of the research and how the generated data would be used, 
including both research and potentially teaching. I also informed the 
co-ops that the generated material would be stored carefully, saved on 
a non-public hard drive protected by a password, and would be 
inaccessible to people outside of the research project. The request for 
participation further included information about the voluntariness of 
participation and the confidentiality of both the co-op’s and the 
individual members’ identity, which I return to below. I also gave 
contact information for me as a researcher.  
 
The five co-ops that agreed to participate discussed the request within 
their organization before confirming their decision. Agreement to 
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participate meant that the co-op as an organization would be included 
in the research. What this meant in practice varied between the co-ops. 
Mainly, it meant that I was welcome to visit the co-ops and observe a 
members’ meeting. After this initial acceptance from the co-op at the 
organizational level, I contacted individual members for interviews. 
The members were asked for written consent in the initial e-mail and 
oral consent at the beginning of each interview, with a reminder of the 
right to withdraw their consent at any time. It is possible that individual 
members may have agreed to participate despite their organization 
declining, but I only interviewed members of co-ops whose 
organization as such had agreed to participate in the research. This 
choice was made because the nature of the research meant that 
potentially delicate issues regarding the internal organizing of the co-
ops may be included. By requiring organizational consent, I diminished 
the risk of harming co-ops that did not agree to participate in the 
research, even though this might have excluded members whose 
perspectives deviate from members of the participating co-ops. 
 

Confidentiality  
The identities of the Swedish worker co-ops and their members are 
kept confidential throughout this research, by anonymizing their 
identities. The worker co-ops are referred to by fictional names 
associated with their business sector, in order to retain some 
information about the co-ops’ characteristics without displaying their 
full identity. The main reason for this confidentiality is to diminish any 
potential harm the research could cause the participants, for example 
if aspects of the co-ops’ internal organizing were to be included in the 
analysis in ways that might not be beneficial for the co-ops from a 
marketing perspective. For instance, the analysis might concern 
compromising issues such as internal organizational problems or a 
poor economic situation. Confidentiality thus serves the purpose of 
protecting the co-ops from possible negative publicity. Another central 
reason is to enable the participants to talk as openly as possible during 
interviews and observations, without having to think about the 
potential consequences.  
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This does not exclude the possibility that the co-ops or their members 
publicly state that they have participated in this research. The co-ops 
are able to identify themselves through the pseudonyms that reflect 
their business branch, for example the Drama Co-op surely 
understands that this name refers to their co-op. Such identification is 
not as likely when it comes to the risk of identifying individual 
members within the co-ops. They are anonymized as ‘member X’ or 
‘IPX’ and I do not offer any detailed descriptions of members’ 
individual characteristics. The translation of quotes from Swedish to 
English in the dissertation further limits the possibility of members 
identifying each other based on words or expressions they might often 
use, although of course they could recognize things they have said 
themselves. 
 
Another way of limiting potential harm to the participants, but also 
letting their own voices be heard and making the research more 
accessible to the worker co-ops, is revisiting the co-ops at the end of the 
research process, as discussed in the following section. 
 

Revisiting the Swedish worker co-ops 
During the process of writing up the research, after the empirical and 
analytical phases, I contacted the five Swedish worker co-ops with the 
request to visit them again in order to present the results. To enable 
participants the opportunity to respond to the concluding results 
allows them more agency in relation to the research and a final say 
concerning the topic in question. This is part of the aim to make the 
voices of the participants heard, which is significant in qualitative 
interview research (Rudloff, 2018, p. 173). If the co-ops did not 
recognize themselves in the results or if they responded negatively in 
some way, I would be able to include this in the dissertation’s 
conclusions. If the responses instead reflected recognition, this could 
possibly strengthen the conclusions’ empirical relevance. 
 
When I contacted the five co-ops in late 2019, about 2–3 years after the 
initial data generation, they all showed interest in such a revisit. Some 
co-operators who had participated in the study were present at these 
visits, along with some new members. First, I presented the research 
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and its main results, followed by a joint discussion during which the 
attendant members responded with comments or questions. The 
presentations were transparent concerning the research process that 
led to the presented results and I made sure not to present the results 
as ‘objective truths’ about their own organizing, with consideration of 
the fact that they might not recognize themselves. Focus was on the 
empirical findings rather than the theoretical concepts and 
discussions. Constructive resistance was the main concept included in 
the presentations. I added more details and nuances regarding the 
individual differences between the co-ops than are present in the 
articles, due to the assumption that the co-ops would benefit more from 
learning about how the other co-ops organize, as they are already 
familiar with their own co-op.  
 
These meetings with the co-ops could perhaps enable them to make 
more use of the research, to which they have contributed their time and 
energy, than if they had only been sent the finished texts without any 
oral presentations (which I also did). In some ways, this dissertation 
can be understood as a form of writing for activists, insofar as co-
operators and other potential readers may wish to use the research to 
further social change. The relation between the present research and 
the notion of resistance is further touched upon in the following 
section, in which I specifically discuss my role as a researcher. 
 

Reflecting on the role of the researcher 
As a researcher, I take part in constructing the phenomenon I study by 
drawing the empirical boundaries, naming the theoretical concepts for 
analysis and description, and writing the resulting texts. The employed 
social constructionist perspective acknowledges that there can be 
multiple versions of reality due to the situational specificity of social 
constructions, which calls for careful self-reflexivity and transparency 
in the research (Potter, 1996, p. 9). It is crucial that I reflect upon 
possible skewness in my understanding of reality, and how my actions 
influence the research process and results, since positionality as a 
researcher can itself contribute to legitimizing the produced knowledge 
(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009). The idea of a depersonalized, 
objective gaze is often reproduced in the representation of science as 
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devoid of subjectivity. In practice, this makes the knowing subject 
invisible and estranged from critique in ways that risk being misused, 
for example by enacting the employed perspective as a norm that 
excludes other perspectives (Harding, 1992). Instead, Donna Haraway 
(1988) calls for a feminist objectivity that attenuates embodied subjects 
by viewing knowledge as situated, practiced in a certain cultural 
context, at a certain point in time, by certain embodied subjects, rather 
than produced by the unattainable ‘view from nowhere’.  
 
I strive for transparency regarding my positionality as a ‘view from 
somewhere’ and invite the reader to evaluate how this positionality 
impacts on the research. My point of departure is a critical one, in line 
with critical research that 
 

rejects the ideas of value-free science that underpin both quantitative and 
qualitative approaches to research. Instead, it positions itself as about 
critiquing and transforming existing social relations. (Brown and Strega, 
2005, p. 9) 

 
Thereby, I understand this research project as a form of resistance in 
itself, highlighting the potential of cooperative organizing as resistance 
to capitalism. This is based on an understanding that ‘normative 
criteria are relevant when we decide what types of resistance to support 
and which topics to spend our time researching’ (Sørensen, 2016, p. 
58). My own political positionality has thus laid the ground for the 
choice of research topic, and moreover, this positionality is influenced 
by the power relations in the context in which I act. To make such 
power relations overt, which I intend to do here, ‘the researcher’s 
location and political commitments, which are obscured by 
methodological claims to objectivity, neutrality, and gender and race-
blindness, must be taken up’ (Brown and Strega, 2005, p. 10).  
 
In many ways, my subject position includes a certain degree of 
privilege, for example by upholding a research title (doctoral student) 
in a Western university and having a white middle-class background in 
Sweden with two white parents with university degrees, living in the 
country in which I was born and raised. I understand my position as 
privileged whereby my experiences of being subaltern or oppressed are 
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limited, except perhaps through my female gender in a supposedly 
relatively gender-equal but still patriarchal country (Martinsson, 
Griffin and Nygren, 2016). This general norm-conformity may, for 
example, have influenced my choice not to employ an intersectional 
perspective. My positionality definitely factored into my choice to study 
worker co-ops. I was invited by some friends to see a documentary that 
opened my eyes to what worker cooperation is, namely ‘Can We Do It 
Ourselves?’ by Witkowsky et al. (2015). Without this network of 
friends, one of whom had been involved in producing the documentary, 
I might not have come across the notion of worker co-ops when writing 
the research plan for my application to the doctoral position. I was 
astonished that I had not heard about worker co-ops before, and the 
idea arose to study these organizations. The motivation was to further 
knowledge about co-ops as an alternative form of organizing, as an 
attempt ‘to bring marginalized, hidden and alternative economic 
activities to light in order to make them more real and more credible as 
objects of policy and activism’ (Gibson-Graham, 2008, p. 613). 
Furthermore, as critique against capitalism is important to me and a 
common discussion topic in my network of friends, the analytical 
theme of resistance to capitalism aligns with my political commitment 
as well as the social context in which I act.  
 
One risk involved in the present approach that might lessen the 
resistance potential of the research is that the constant contrasting of 
worker co-ops with capitalism might position co-ops as less attractive 
from a political right-wing perspective, insofar as ‘capitalism’ is often 
used by left-wing promoters as a critical term. Initially, I meant to 
exclude the phrase ‘resistance to capitalism’ from the title of the 
dissertation for this reason, as it might position worker co-ops in a 
certain political frame. Supposedly, the title of the thesis reaches more 
people than its content. Since resistance is such a central theme in this 
thesis, however, I chose to include the term in the title in order to reflect 
the content as accurately as possible. In this section, I am nevertheless 
transparent regarding the standpoint of the present research. The 
thesis offers one way to understand the studied reality in which worker 
co-ops’ relation to capitalism is in focus, but there are a variety of ways 
to study worker co-ops from other angles. 
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Critique is often evoked in relation to a specific established order, such 
as the societal context of the researcher, which can restrain the possible 
ways to perceive the studied reality. In this sense, ‘the orders we choose 
to study therefore tend to be a response to our own desire to act 
ethically and are chosen as a result of the order we find ourselves 
governed by’ (Hansson and Hellberg, 2020, pp. 275–276). In their 
article on political desire in critical research, Stina Hansson and Sofie 
Hellberg (2020, p. 280) argue that a risk of such critique, transferred 
from the researcher’s own positionality into the research topic, is that 
the analysis might become limited to the power relations and openings 
to resistance the researcher experiences in his or her own context. For 
example, while I am restrained by and comply with academic 
neoliberalization and capitalism,21 I tend to the ethical desire to resist 
capitalism by analyzing such resistance in the chosen research object. 
In other words, critical research can be a way for the researcher to let 
the empirical subjects act out the researcher’s own political 
imagination while not taking the risk of resistance oneself, but instead 
conforming with the regulations and norms surrounding Western 
critical scholarship (Hansson and Hellberg, 2020, p. 280). This may 
lead the researcher ‘to identify a resister in each oppressed subject, a 
resister that responds to the logics of what the researcher wants to find’ 
(Hansson and Hellberg, 2020, p. 276), as a form of reflection of the 
researcher’s own political inclination.  
 
First and foremost, I have dealt with the risks of political transference 
by trying not to overemphasize the worker co-ops’ resistance, but 
particularly also by analyzing the limitations of such resistance. This is 
visible in the second research question, which explicitly aims at both 
the possibilities and difficulties faced by Swedish worker co-ops in their 
resistance against capitalism. Another important risk involved in 
political transference is that the researcher may fail to see other forms 
of power and resistance at play. In order to manage this risk, Hansson 
and Hellberg (2020, p. 280) recommend that the researcher makes his 
or her own positionality explicit to the research participants, allowing 
them the opportunity to respond to and challenge the researcher’s 

 
21 I do not resist academic neoliberalization and capitalism by, for example, refusing to enter 
the publication race. Instead, I conform by writing a compilation thesis consisting of several 
publications (see e.g. Hasselberg, 2019). 
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potentially limited analytical imagination. I have attempted to meet 
this recommendation in the revisiting of the Swedish worker co-ops, 
discussed above, when the analysis of the worker co-ops as resistance 
against capitalism was made explicit. However, the analysis was 
already largely finished at that point, apart from the final reporting on 
the research, which might have made the co-operators feel less inclined 
to contribute their perspectives. As the theme of resistance against 
capitalism developed during the research process, it was not clearly 
articulated in the initial phase of data generation and not made explicit 
to the participants at that point. In hindsight, I believe it would have 
been informative and fruitful to engage in more explicit discussions on 
political positionality with the research participants. Such discussions 
could have been beneficial for the analysis itself by offering more 
nuances of the co-ops’ resistance. Such an approach could be 
interesting for future research on worker cooperation in Sweden. 
 
In general, then, by outlining my role as a researcher, making explicit 
the social positionality and employed critical and normative approach 
in relation to the research topic, the reader is invited to evaluate how 
these standpoints have impacted the present research. Overall, each 
step of the research process discussed in this chapter, in addition to the 
researcher’s positionality, has influenced the concluding results of the 
dissertation. 
 

Summary 
This chapter has presented the social constructionist point of 
departure, which can be described as a moderate form of 
constructivism that acknowledges both the intrinsic nature of 
materiality that influences discourses, and the social and materializing 
processes of language and discourses that influence people’s 
understanding of reality. While appreciating that social constructions, 
including the present research, are situated in a certain temporal, 
spatial, historical and societal context, there is the potential for 
generalization through transferability of the empirical and theoretical 
analysis beyond the present dissertation. The analysis of timebanks 
comprises one such example of transference from the analysis of 
worker co-ops to another empirical case.  
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The chapter has included presentations and discussions of the three 
main sources of empirical material in the dissertation: the five Swedish 
worker co-ops, the international marketing campaign by the ICA, and 
the case of timebanks. These empirical cases were selected due to their 
potential to be sufficiently information-rich to fulfil the purpose of the 
dissertation, but also based on the Swedish worker co-ops’ accessibility 
and consent. The methods for generating data from the Swedish 
worker co-ops comprise mainly individual interviews, but also group 
interviews, observations and document collection. This material was 
analyzed through open and focused theoretical coding and thematic 
analysis, which led to the themes and concepts employed in Articles II, 
III and IV. The publicly available material from the international 
marketing campaign was analyzed through a more specific method of 
discourse analysis inspired by Discourse Theory (DT), which led to 
Article I. Second-hand material from and about timebanks, available in 
previous literature on timebanks and on timebank websites, was 
analyzed and reported in Article IV together with the first-hand 
material from the Swedish timebanks.   
 
Finally, the ethical considerations made throughout the research 
process were discussed. Informed consent and confidentiality were 
employed in relation to the Swedish worker co-ops and their members, 
while the analysis of the international marketing campaign and 
timebanks were based on publicly published and freely available 
material that did not require participant consent. The five Swedish 
worker co-ops were also revisited during the final phase of reporting 
the research, on which occasions the members were given oral 
presentations of the research and the opportunity to respond to the 
analysis and conclusions. The final section in this methodology chapter 
included reflections on the role of the researcher and an explanation of 
the normative and critical standpoints of the research, including the 
understanding of this dissertation as a form of resistance in itself. The 
next chapter shifts focus to the worker co-ops’ resistance and how it is 
analyzed and theorized in the articles that comprise this dissertation. 
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4 Organizing co-ops as constructive resistance 

As part of a compilation thesis in which the research analysis is 
presented in four articles, the present chapter and the next consist of 
meta-discussions on the analyses, results and employed theoretical 
concepts in those articles. In this chapter, I discuss the theoretical 
concept of constructive resistance, employed in Articles II, III and IV, 
including how the Swedish worker co-ops are organized as constructive 
resistance against capitalism. I also touch upon the Foucauldian 
perspective on power, employed in all articles, and how the co-ops’ 
resistance is directed against different forms of power associated with 
capitalism. In the next chapter, I shift the gaze to discuss the worker 
co-ops’ articulations of freedom, the actualized theme of social change 
and the theoretical concept of critical resistance, applied in Article I. In 
general, these discussions contribute to fulfilling the purpose of this 
dissertation: to explore how worker co-ops, primarily in Sweden, are 
constructed and organized by co-operators in ways that can resist 
capitalism, while at the same time having to relate to capitalism as the 
context in which they operate. 
 
The constructing and organizing of worker co-ops as resistance can be 
seen in how co-operators depict co-ops in the qualitative material from 
the Swedish worker co-ops and in the international marketing 
campaign. The co-ops are described in a positive sense regarding what 
they are and the ways of organizing they value, but they are also 
described negatively through continuous contrast and critical 
comparison with other ways of organizing businesses. Specifically, 
Articles II, III and IV show how the five Swedish worker co-ops’ 
practices are continuously exemplified with accounts of how they 
oppose perceived dominant ways of organizing associated with 
capitalism. The co-operators depict capitalism as dominant, 
restraining and harmful in its promotion of the primacy of monetary 
values, profit accumulation, constant economic growth and 
acceleration, and hierarchical government and control. This means 
that resistance to capitalism is practiced even though the co-ops’ 
organizational form of economic association does not rule out the 
possibility to strive for profit accumulation. For example, in the 
international marketing campaign analyzed in Article I, co-ops are put 
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forward as a way for employees to access profits that would otherwise 
be distributed to the capital owners. Nevertheless, the cooperative 
alternative is continuously mentioned in the campaign in relation to 
‘conventional’ capitalist corporations, with the former depicted as 
more desirable than the latter in aspects such as equality, durability 
and members’ personal economic gain.  
 
Overall, the analysis points towards the conclusion that resistance and 
power are important forces for understanding how worker co-ops are 
organized and constructed, highlighting how the cooperative 
alternative can be embraced by members as a form of organizing for 
social change. One important aspect shown in the analysis is that the 
Swedish worker co-ops are organized as resistance to undesired forms 
of power by instead living their ideals in the present. The co-ops’ 
practices are depicted as ways to enact a reality that they desire and 
wish to see in the here and now, for themselves and others, by 
emphasizing values of equality, democracy and solidarity. Before 
discussing how such resistance is understood theoretically in the 
present thesis, I first provide a brief overview of how the phenomenon 
of resistance has been touched upon in and beyond resistance studies.  
 

Resistance studies 
Resistance is a concept that has interested numerous academics in a 
variety of ways. Revolution and critique in Marxist analysis is perhaps 
the most classic example of literature that raises questions as well as a 
particular way of understanding and theorizing on the potential and 
necessity to resist capitalism (Marx, 1867; Marx and Engels, 1845, 
2009). Organizational misbehavior in organization studies is another 
example that relates to the notion of resistance, although the concept 
primarily reflects a management point of view (Vardi and Weitz, 2004). 
This differs from how practices of opposition have been studied in 
fields such as feminist, decolonial and social movement studies with a 
focus on oppression and injustices suffered by subaltern groups (see 
e.g. Jasper and Goodwin, 2011; Jefferess, 2008; Mohanty, 1984; 
Tarrow, 1998). As satisfactory coverage of how resistance has been 
understood in such diverse research fields would require more than the 
space available in this dissertation, I leave it at these very brief remarks. 
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The focus of this chapter and the next is to discuss the theorizing and 
analysis in the four articles of this dissertation, located in the field of 
resistance studies. 
 
Criticizing previous understandings of power as a resource, Michel 
Foucault conceptualized power as a relational and circulating force in 
a network of power and resistance, which has influenced the 
perspectives of many scholars in the expanding field of resistance 
studies (Allan, 2019; Baaz et al., 2016; Courpasson and Vallas, 2016; 
Hollander and Einwohner, 2004; Hoy, 2004; Lilja and Vinthagen, 
2014; Sørensen and Vinthagen, 2012).22 Even if Foucault is best known 
for his concept of power, he explicitly acknowledged the importance of 
resistance. The following quote is one example that has inspired many 
resistance researchers: 
 

[I]n order to understand what power relations are about, perhaps we 
should investigate the forms of resistance and attempts made to dissociate 
these relations. (Foucault, 1982, p. 780) 

 
As resistance is less conceptualized by Foucault than power, some 
scholars have built upon the forms of resistance Foucault identified, 
such as counter-conducts (Death, 2010; Lilja and Vinthagen, 2014; 
Odysseos, Death and Malmvig, 2016), while others have developed 
more specific definitions of the resistance concept itself (Baaz et al., 
2016; Courpasson and Vallas, 2016). New concepts have also been 
formulated, including cultural resistance (Duncombe, 2002), critical 
resistance (Hoy, 2004) and constructive resistance (Koefoed, 2018; 
Lilja, 2021; Sørensen, 2016; Sørensen and Vinthagen, 2012; Vinthagen, 
2005). Other classic theoretical conceptualizations of resistance are 
offered by scholars such as Karl Polanyi, Antonio Gramsci and James 
C. Scott, with Polanyi and Gramsci focusing on collective politics with 
concepts such as counter-hegemony and counter-movement, in 
relation to their respective views on power (Chin and Mittelman, 1997; 
Gills, 2000; Vinthagen and Johansson, 2013). In contrast, Scott (1985, 

 
22 Although largely influential, not all scholars in resistance studies depart from a 
Foucauldian perspective on power and resistance, but many of those which the present 
study relates to do. 
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1990) has contributed with the concepts of infrapolitics and everyday 
resistance to explain hidden, unorganized and individual acts of 
opposition. In a thorough review of different conceptualizations of 
resistance, Jocelyn A. Hollander and Rachel L. Einwohner (2004) 
highlight the general understanding that resistance refers to an action 
related to some kind of constraint, and a possibility of opposing this 
constraint. However, this general perspective needs to be nuanced 
depending on the form of resistance that is in focus. The two specific 
resistance concepts that are employed in this dissertation are critical 
resistance and constructive resistance. Constructive resistance is 
employed in Articles II, III and IV, and discussed in the next section, 
while critical resistance, employed in Article I, is discussed in the next 
chapter.  
 

Constructive resistance 
The concept of constructive resistance (Koefoed, 2018; Lilja, 2021; 
Sørensen, 2016; Sørensen and Vinthagen, 2012; Vinthagen, 2005) is 
particularly useful to understand how the Swedish worker co-ops in 
this study are organized for social change. Constructive resistance has 
its theoretical roots in the ‘constructive program’ formulated by 
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1945), concerning how positive 
alternatives to oppression can be enacted through practices of civil 
disobedience in communities, from which Stellan Vinthagen (2005) 
coined the concept of constructive resistance. Instead of opposing 
power through protests, rebellions or critique – common ways to 
understand resistance – constructive resistance includes the creation 
of a desired reality in the present and adds to the emergence of a 
different society by a form of ‘prefigurative politics’ (Baaz et al., 2016, 
p. 143). Prefigurative politics is a term related to constructive resistance 
primarily used in social movement literature (Sørensen, 2016). As an 
analytical concept, constructive resistance focuses on how resisters 
oppose power by enacting alternatives within the present society. For 
example, Baaz et al. write that they understand constructive resistance 
as a radically different form of resistance that  
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transcend[s] the whole phenomenon of being against something, turning 
into the proactive form of constructing “alternative” or “prefigurative” 
social institutions that facilitate resistance. (Baaz et al., 2016, pp. 142–143) 

 
Thus, constructive resistance includes opposition, but through a 
challenge of power by refusing to adhere to the terms set up by power, 
which worker co-ops can do by ‘organizing otherwise’ (Land and King, 
2014). Co-ops’ ways of representing, emphasizing and organizing other 
ideals than the dominant ones in a capitalist market economy involve 
resistance to that reality in a constructive manner in the present, rather 
than protesting in the hope of future change (Sørensen, 2016).23 When 
co-operators’ expressions of opposition are associated with their 
articulations of acting otherwise, it is interpreted as constructive 
resistance in the present study. If co-operators’ articulate opposition to 
power, without saying that they act in certain ways to diminish that 
power, it is understood as critique rather than constructive resistance. 
 
Constructive resistance should, however, not be understood as an 
argument that other forms of resistance are merely destructive. The 
term ‘constructive’ in constructive resistance refers to the building of 
alternatives, and should not be confused with normative notions such 
as ‘beneficial’ or ‘positive’ resistance (Sørensen, 2016; Koefoed, 2018). 
Further, I agree with Majken Jul Sørensen’s (2016) and Minoo 
Koefoed’s (2018) conceptualizations that it is the act of resistance itself 
that constructs or enacts alternatives in opposition to power. 
Constructive resistance should therefore not be understood as ‘helpful’ 
practices in addition to protests, for example giving something back to 
the community while carrying out road blockages (such as in 
Vinthagen, Kenrick and Mason, 2012).  
 
Further, I join Koefoed’s (2018, p. 104) critique against defining 
constructive resistance as practices for building a sought society 
independently of power structures. Independence from power 

 
23 Still, hope for the future can of course be involved in constructive resistance practices as 
well. For example, co-operators can hope that their way of ‘organizing otherwise’ will become 
the new norm. The key, however, is that constructive resistance also enacts a desired reality 
in the present. This is generally not the case when it comes to protests, demonstrations and 
other indirect forms of resistance that may lead to a desired reality eventually, by influencing 
others to take action. 
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structures would make it difficult to distinguish constructive resistance 
from other types of intentional communities that do not include the 
dimension of resistance. A Foucauldian perspective on power, which I 
apply in this dissertation and discuss further below, includes the idea 
that where there is power, there is resistance, and vice versa (Foucault, 
1997, p. 292). This means that constructive resistance practices are in 
no way independent of the circulation of power in the societal context 
in which resistance is enacted. This is highlighted in the four articles 
and the analytical discussion below on how the context of power 
relations has a bearing on the worker co-ops’ practices of constructive 
resistance.  
 
Still, constructive resistance highlights other paths than those imbued 
by power. Koefoed writes: 
 

[C]onstructive resistance practices reinforce a sensation of human 
agency and discard discourses of impossibility by emptying them of 
meaning. Constructive resistance demonstrates that subaltern 
communities can realistically enact what otherwise would be perceived 
as impossible. (Koefoed, 2018, p. 114) 

 
Constructive resistance thus indicates a notion of agency through the 
option of organizing otherwise by enacting marginalized pathways, and 
showing that the refusal to adhere to the terms set up by power is 
possible in the here and now. As such, constructive resistance can be 
understood as a challenge to a one-dimensional form of thinking that 
invokes some ways of thinking and acting while at the same time 
excluding others. Koefoed uses the word impossible when describing 
how these alternative practices are generally perceived. Instead of 
describing them as impossible, although they might be perceived as 
such, I would rather argue that they might not be thought of as an 
option. Worker co-ops, for example, are marginalized in frequency and 
discourse in Sweden, meaning that people may generally not have them 
in mind or think about them as an alternative, but this way of 
organizing is nevertheless possible in their societal context.  
 
The worker co-ops’ organizing includes constructive resistance in two 
main ways. On the one hand, worker co-ops practice constructive 
resistance by refusing to adhere to the power of capitalism in their own 
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organizations and instead enact another present for themselves. Their 
resistance thus challenges the way power impacts the co-operators’ 
daily lives. The worker co-ops resist the perceived dominance of 
hierarchical governing, depersonalized work relations, capitalist 
temporality, and capitalist, neoliberal logics, by replacing those norms 
with a different construction and organizing of work. Article III, for 
example, explores how the worker co-ops oppose capitalist work 
relations, which the co-operators associate with depersonalized 
relations and hierarchical control, by instead practicing work relations 
characterized by non-hierarchical democracy and authentic 
friendships. The co-operators thereby practice a different kind of 
organizing articulated to be better than that imbued by the targeted 
power. 
 
On the other hand, as well as attempting to create a more desirable 
present for themselves in their everyday organizing, constructive 
resistance also stretches beyond the cooperative border to bring forth 
what is perceived to make society better in the future. As discussed in 
Article II, the co-ops set an example for others to follow through their 
constructive resistance. Worker co-ops show that it is possible to 
organize economic businesses according to other ideals than those 
associated with capitalism. The co-ops’ resistance thus concerns how 
actors on economic markets and in society in general ought to act and 
relate to each other. This undermines power by enacting one less 
capitalist-oriented organization and if others choose to organize in 
ways similar to the co-ops’ enacted alternative, the resistance might 
spread and have the potential to bring about more comprehensive 
societal change in opposition to capitalism.  
 
Thus far, I have presented the concept of constructive resistance and 
discussed its application in the analysis of the worker co-ops. In the 
next section, I further specify how I conceptualize constructive 
resistance in the present thesis with regards to the aspects of success, 
intention and subalternity.  
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Resistance regardless of success, intention and subalternity 
Some conceptualizations of resistance include criteria of 
successfulness, intentionality and/or subalternity, arguing that 
resistance is only resistance if it is successful in undermining power, if 
it involves the intention of resistance, and/or if it is practiced by 
someone or on behalf of someone in a subaltern position (Hollander 
and Einwohner, 2004). I use a wider definition that does not exclude 
resistance practices based on such criteria. This position aligns with 
Courpasson’s and Vallas’ acknowledgment in The SAGE Handbook of 
Resistance: 
 

resistance constitutes a dynamic phenomenon that can occur at multiple 
levels and can take multiple forms. It may or may not reflect conscious 
intent. It may or may not succeed in renegotiating the claims that elites can 
make on their subordinates. It may or may not harbor a conception of an 
alternative order, in however inchoate or fantastic a state. (Courpasson and 
Vallas, 2016, p. 7) 

 
To include a requirement of successfulness in the definition of 
resistance would exclude empirical cases in which power is challenged 
but no crucial change in power relations is seen as a direct effect of that 
resistance. Such practices might nevertheless inspire others to act 
similarly which may bring forth a different circulation of power in the 
long run. As Foucault acknowledges, it is ‘points of resistance that 
makes a revolution possible’ (Foucault, 1990, p. 96). To judge disparate 
points on their individual successfulness is a too narrow view on 
practices for social change. In this dissertation, constructive resistance 
is understood as practices that enact alternatives in opposition to some 
form of depicted power with the potential to undermine this power, 
without necessarily having to be successful in undermining power 
(Hollander and Einwohner, 2004, p. 544). 
 
Another feature included in some conceptualizations of resistance is 
intentionality, as in James Scott’s (1985) influential work on everyday 
resistance. In contrast, Asef Bayat (2000) shows how individual 
practices, seen as acts of survival rather than resistance by the actors 
themselves, can nevertheless be played out as resistance against power 
if repeated by many. Courpasson and Vallas (2016, pp. 6–7) also argue 
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that intentionality is not a valid indicator of resistance. In the definition 
by Baaz et al. (2016, p. 142), resistance involves practices that, 
irrespective of intent, undermine or challenge subordinating power by 
someone in a subaltern position or someone acting on behalf of 
someone in a subaltern position. I align with Bayat and other resistance 
scholars who do not understand intentionality as necessary for a 
practice to be understood as resistance. This means that resistance can 
encompass practices that challenge power regardless of any 
intentionality or eventual successfulness. Even though an internal state 
of mind of ‘being-against’ (Koefoed, 2018, p. 113) might influence how 
practices are enacted as resistance, resistance can in practice occur 
without such conscious standpoints. Relating to the case of worker co-
ops as resistance, such organizations may have been started for a 
variety of reasons, but could nevertheless undermine different forms of 
power. As Stryjan points out, ‘the societal impact of cooperatives needs 
not be directly related to the intentions of their founders, and may as 
well be an unintended consequence of their endeavors’ (Stryjan, 1994a, 
p. 569). Thereby, I adhere to this rather complicated but intriguing 
comment by Foucault: ‘[p]eople know what they do; they frequently 
know why they do what they do; but what they don’t know is what what 
they do does’ (Foucault, 1973, cited in Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982, p. 
187). Even if actors have the ability to account for their actions, the 
consequences thereof are something else, complicated by their 
embeddedness in the ongoing circulation of power relations. 
 
Additionally, subalternity is often included in the concept of 
resistance, while my perspective on constructive resistance focuses on 
the practices’ potential to undermine power, which does not require 
that a subaltern subject carries out the practices. As mentioned above, 
Baaz et al. (2016) define resistance as practices that undermine or 
challenge subordinating power by someone upholding a subaltern 
position or someone acting on behalf of someone in a subaltern 
position. Subalternity refers to a form of subordination experienced by 
those who perceive themselves to be at the bottom of a societal 
hierarchy, for example the Kurds who hold a subaltern position and 
experience oppression in relation to the Turkish people, as in Koefoed’s 
dissertation. She defines constructive resistance as ‘subaltern acts’ 
(Koefoed, 2018, p. 28). This definition aligns with the aim to study 
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resistance against injustices suffered by social groups, where the 
‘becoming of resistance’ includes the identification of such injustices 
(Koefoed, 2018, p. 112). This means that the resisting subjects are 
subaltern individuals or collectives that are victims of injustices. With 
such an approach, it is appropriate to include subalternity in the 
concept of resistance. In the present exploration of cooperative 
organizing, however, it is not injustices for certain social groups that 
are targeted by resistance, but rather ways of thinking and acting 
imbued by forms of power associated with capitalism. While the 
identification of subaltern positionalities may help researchers to 
empirically categorize resistance, it is in practice not a simple task to 
pinpoint resisters’ positionality. As Stellan Vinthagen and Anna 
Johansson explain, ‘any subject might […] be subaltern in one power 
relation, while superordinate in other power relations’ (Vinthagen and 
Johansson, 2013, p. 32). In this dissertation, I therefore adhere to their 
perspective on resistance as action: 
 

there is no point in tying “resistance” to the subject. Resistance is about 
specific actions in specific contexts. These acts of resistance are, like any 
other acts, done by someone since all acts have actors and rely on some 
form of agency. Thus, yes, subalterns do resist, but the resistance is not an 
attribute of the subaltern subject. Resistance does not “originate” within 
the subject, but is something that arises in the combination of subjectivity, 
context and interaction. (Vinthagen and Johansson, 2013, p. 36) 

 
To include subalternity in the definition of resistance can thus be 
misleading, by indicating that the resistance actor’s experience of 
oppression is the subject’s main relation to power, when it is often more 
complex than that. For example, the social positions of the co-operators 
in this study are rather concordant with Swedish norms in terms of a 
middle-class background and an economic situation that compensates 
for the potential risk of joining a newly started co-op. Their eventual 
resistance through cooperative organizing is not grounded in the 
members’ social subalternity, but rather in the ways in which their 
actions may undermine power.24 Still, the organizations may be 

 
24 This also means that empirical examples such as the conservative and nationalistic 
movement Nordiska motståndsrörelsen (NMR) in Sweden can be understood as resistance 
through their opposition against Swedish refugee laws, despite being conservative rather 
than progressive and consisting of a network of primarily white men. Even a leader of a 
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marginalized in the economic context in which they operate, but the 
resistance does not ‘originate’ within a worker co-op’s subaltern 
position. This further means that actors that sometimes practice 
resistance may also engage in other acts that entail reproduction of 
power. Moreover, one specific act of resistance against one form of 
power may simultaneously reproduce other forms of power. As 
Sørensen and I show in the analysis of resistance to capitalist 
temporality in Article IV, the worker co-ops resist the commodification 
of time in some of their practices, but reproduce abstract and 
standardized clock time associated with capitalist temporality. 
 
When excluding subalternity from the definition of resistance, it is 
important to bear in mind the risk that the conceptualization may fail 
to pinpoint resistance by instead covering mere power struggles (Lilja 
and Vinthagen, 2007, p. 1216). Baaz et al. (2016) stress the importance 
of this by arguing that if resistance is conceptualized as ‘simply 
“activities against” power relations’, it means that ‘[a]ll kinds of acts in 
which power is opposed become resistance, even the exercise of power 
against power’ (Baaz et al., 2016, p. 141). Overall, then, the main 
challenge in excluding successfulness, intentionality and subalternity 
from the definition of resistance, and instead building on the practices’ 
potential to undermine power, is that it ‘places a lot of responsibility on 
the researcher to categorize acts as either potentially undermining or 
not’ (Hansson and Hellberg, 2020, p. 278). I have done this analytically 
in line with Vinthagen’s and Johansson’s (2013, p. 27) assertion that 
such an analysis needs to include an analysis of power. Thus, the 
present conceptualization calls for a contextual analysis that ensures 
that the values emphasized and practiced through resistance are 
alternative in relation to a certain current circulation of power, and that 
these actions of resistance have the potential to undermine that power. 
In practice, I have conducted the analysis of resistance by continuously 

 
country can practice resistance if the act has the potential to undermine power, as ‘there are 
often elements of resistance within power institutions and elements of power within 
resistance projects’ (Vinthagen and Johansson, 2013, p. 34). However, here it comes down 
to the standpoint of the researcher in choosing the object of study. Even if it is possible to 
categorize a president’s act as resistance if it may undermine dominant forms of power, such 
as democracy or free speech (if it can be understood as power in a certain context), the 
value and purpose of such a research approach are open to discussion. 
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contrasting the co-ops’ articulations of acts of opposition with 
analytical consideration of the related circulation of power, both with 
how the co-operators themselves articulate power and with relevant 
previous research on power. In particular, I engaged with literature on 
the power of capitalism, as it is the potential to undermine capitalism 
that is at stake in this case. As mentioned above, if co-operators’ 
articulate opposition to power, without acting in certain ways to 
diminish that power, it is not understood as constructive resistance. In 
other words, resistance can be understood as acts that are incongruent 
with the ways of acting and thinking produced by power and have the 
potential to undermine that power. Differently put, and further 
discussed below in chapter 5, social change can occur through 
resistance practices of acting differently in ways that shift the 
reiteration of norms with the potential to undermine those norms and 
the related circulation of power (see e.g. Butler, 1993). 
 
Vinthagen and Johansson (2013, p. 27) assert that an analysis which 
takes the entangled relationship between power and resistance into 
account, where resistance is seen as developed through dynamics of 
subjectivity, context and interaction, will elucidate how resistance may 
often undermine some features of power while enforcing others. This 
is also what the present dissertation shows. The employed theorization 
of power and capitalism, and how the co-ops practice their resistance 
against different aspects of capitalism, are further discussed in the 
following section. 
 

Capitalism, power and context 
The concept of constructive resistance actualizes the question of how 
to understand the power against which the co-ops organize themselves. 
Even more so than resistance, power has interested countless 
researchers in various disciplines. Consequently, power has been 
defined in many different ways, sometimes by using related terms such 
as hegemony (Gramsci, 2010), or false consciousness and ideology 
(Marx and Engels, 1845). One key aspect which can be used to 
distinguish different conceptualizations of power is whether power is 
understood as power to, power over, or power with (Haugaard, 2010). 
All these variants are closely related to agency, whereby power is 
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conceptualized as something that can be used by different actors or 
groups of actors that have access to it, while others have access to very 
little power, lack the opportunity to use power, or are victims of its 
authority. The occurrence of power over can, for example, impede 
others in their power to (Holloway, 2010, p. 29). This highlights how 
the definition of power influences the ways in which possibilities for 
social change are perceived analytically.  
 
To see power as a resource owned by subjects risks simplifying the 
complexities of how power relations are reflected in the empirical 
material. The constructive resistance of the Swedish worker co-ops is 
directed against forms of power associated with capitalism that are 
present at both discursive, ideological and material levels.  This means   
that no particular subjects are the main owners of this power. Further, 
capitalism is not only a logic that the co-ops oppose, but is also part of 
the context in which they operate. For this reason, it is more 
appropriate to view power as a ‘multiplicity of force relations’ 
(Foucault, 1990, p. 92) that circulates through the socially constructed 
reality, rather than something that belongs to individual subjects. 
According to Foucault (1977, 1980, 1982), power is the concatenated 
effect of the circulation of force relations, and not only a top-down 
relationship that presupposes sovereignty, repression or domination. 
Power is defined as a productive force that ‘produces things, it induces 
pleasure, forms of knowledge, produces discourse’ (Foucault, 1980, p. 
119), while domination occurs in cases when constraints entrap people 
in asymmetrical relations (Hoy, 2004, p. 82).  
 
A central function of power is the ability to make itself true through 
normalization processes (Foucault, 1977, p. 183). When subjects 
conform to norms, disciplinary power is incorporated in subjects’ self-
control in ways that neutralize discourses and hide the workings of 
power. Ways of acting and thinking imbued by power can thereby seem 
like natural characteristics of subjects themselves, which also means 
that subjects might not acknowledge the possibility of resistance. What 
appears to be resistance might even be co-opted by power to work for 
rather than against power, which further hides its increasing 
normalization. Co-optation refers to the accommodation of resistance 
by power through modification rather than radically altering power as 
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such. For example, in response to critique against the inhumanity of 
capitalism, emotional justifications risk being incorporated in 
capitalist discourse in ways that further strengthen the dominance of 
capitalism (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007). Similar processes can be 
found in phenomena such as greenwashing and genderwashing, for 
example, where governments’ or enterprises’ superficial incorporation 
of environmentally friendly policies or gender equality discourses can 
mask ongoing environmental exploitation and gender inequalities (see 
e.g. Allan, 2019). Resistance against environmental exploitation can 
thereby risk being co-opted by power through slight adaptations that 
can make power less sensitive to critique in those areas. 
 
It is further important to acknowledge that Foucault incorporates the 
notion of resistance at the core of his theory on power. Not only does 
he express how power functions through discourse, but he also 
emphasizes that discourses of truth can be changed over time 
(Foucault, 1990, p. 101). This puts emphasis on the relationality of 
power and resistance, with neither being able to exist without the other 
(Foucault, 1997, p. 292). The social construction of reality can from this 
perspective be understood as an ongoing struggle between power and 
resistance in which the former produces certain truths that the latter 
contests, in many different ways, across practices, places and 
temporalities. The inherent reproduction but also the possibility of 
change is thus emphasized. I return to this below. Here, the more 
pressing issue is to look more closely at the forms of power actualized 
in the present study. 
 
In the case of the worker co-ops explored in this dissertation, they resist 
different perceived forms of undesired power associated with 
capitalism, which is also a characteristic of the context in which they 
act. The co-ops’ depiction of capitalism may relate more or less to how 
capitalism is presently enacted. In general, capitalism can be 
understood as a discursive ideal type that is more or less realized and 
takes on different expressions in different social contexts. It involves 
practices and discursive justifications that, on the one hand, can be 
clearly identified, such as wage-labor and profit accumulation, and, on 
the other hand, can be elusive and covert, such as the discursive 
production of subjects as free, autonomous individuals. Just like other 
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forms of dominant power, capitalism can thereby be understood as a 
dominant network of multiple power technologies which leads to a 
hegemonic fixation of meaning that attempts to rule out alternative 
ways of thinking and acting (Laclau and Mouffe, 2001). Nancy Fraser, 
for example, identifies a range of core features of capitalist modernity, 
specifically, ‘materialism, consumerism, and “the achievement ethics”; 
bureaucracy, corporate culture, and “social control”; sexual repression, 
sexism, and heteronormativity’ (Fraser, 2013, p. 3). Fraser argues that 
these features were already naturalized in the post-war 1960s, in the 
welfare states of the OECD area, brought on by the introduction of a 
‘state-organized capitalism’ characterized by the state’s involvement in 
controlling the capitalist system to soften the cycles of crisis. This 
exemplifies how social practices and logics associated with capitalism 
are stretched out in a variety of ways and societal spheres as a 
productive network of power that constructs and imbues certain 
conceptions of particular realities. 
 
The specific aspects of capitalism that encompass analytical themes in 
the articles are based on the co-operators’ own articulations about 
opposition, previous literature on capitalism and distinguishing 
features of the present-day enactment of capitalism, and on what was 
found to be particularly interesting and relevant from a sociological 
perspective. The analytical aspects associated with capitalism in the 
articles are neoliberal capitalist discourse, emotional bonds and affect 
(Article I), knowledge-making (Article II), emotional bonds, work 
relations and friendship (Article III), and capitalist temporality (Article 
IV). Table 4 below gives a brief overview of the presence of these 
aspects in the different articles. 
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Table 4 Overview of capitalist aspects analyzed in the four articles. 
 
Aspects of 
capitalism 
 

Article I  Article II Article III Article IV 
 

Discourse 
 

x x x  

Knowledge 
 

 x   

Emotions and affect 
 

x  x  

Work relations and 
friendship 
 

  x  

Temporality 
 

   x 

 
 
In-depth analysis of resistance against other aspects of capitalism 
could have been possible. One such aspect concerned how the co-ops 
organized their internal economy in terms of financing, wages, 
reinvesting and/or distributing profit, prioritization of investments, 
and so on and so forth. Notions of the worker co-ops’ economic 
organizing are touched upon at times in the four articles, while the 
chosen capitalist aspects analyzed in the articles were understood to 
contribute more scientific novelty. Thus, the five capitalist aspects in 
Table 4 relate to other aspects of capitalism that are also actualized in 
worker co-ops’ resistance practices. Still, it could be interesting to 
conduct more focused analysis on worker co-ops’ economic organizing 
in future research to further understand the resistance potential in that 
area. Here, scientific contributions in business economics can today 
offer some insights, such as a recent report by Sophie Nachemson-
Ekwall (2018) on the potential of increased employee ownership in 
Sweden. 
 
Thus far in this chapter, I have discussed this dissertation’s 
conceptualizations of resistance, constructive resistance, power and 
capitalism. In the following two sections, I discuss important insights 
from the articles concerning the co-operators’ resistance against 
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capitalism, specifically what it means that the forms of power they 
resist also circulate within the very context in which they operate. In 
relation to the analytical themes of capitalism, the discussion first 
concerns the importance of context, followed by how the depiction of 
the targeted power influences resistance.  
 

The importance of context 
The Foucauldian perspective on power is useful to understand not only 
how the worker co-ops’ organizing includes resistance against 
capitalism, but also how the worker co-ops in some respects adapt to 
the surrounding context characterized by the dominant power of 
capitalism. The theoretical and empirical analyses in the four articles 
emphasize the importance of including a contextual perspective when 
analyzing alternative organizing for social change.  
 
One example is offered by the analysis in Article II, which shows how 
the Swedish worker co-ops to some extent adapt to market competition 
in ways that may involve compromising their own ideals, and make 
themselves appear more similar to conventional businesses in 
communications outside of the co-op. The co-operators articulate that 
people do not generally know what worker co-ops are, and that they 
sometimes have to appear more like ‘conventional’ joint-stock 
companies in order to be taken seriously by customers, as illustrated 
by the following quote: 
 

It’s in the sales talk where we perhaps must seem a bit more conventional 
than we actually are, when we, like, need to sell ourselves. Because 
otherwise one can probably be a bit put off, because it . . . it’s a bit odd and 
weird and then it’s maybe dangerous to work with us. Perhaps it’s 
contagious ... [laughs]. (Member 4, Transportation Co-op)  

 
This highlights how knowledge of economic businesses is related to 
how the productive power of capitalism produces dominant knowledge 
(see Foucault, 1980, p. 119). The production of ‘true’, legitimized 
knowledge normalizes power and attempts to exclude other ways of 
thinking and acting, as experienced by the Swedish worker co-ops 
when encountering unfamiliarity or misinformed preconceptions 
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concerning worker cooperation. Such preconceptions involve certain 
challenges for organized constructive resistance enacted within the 
very context targeted by the resistance. Nevertheless, the Foucauldian 
approach also emphasizes that discourses are contingent and can be 
produced in other ways, as instruments of resistance (Foucault, 1990, 
p. 101). The worker co-ops use this opportunity to practice knowledge-
making as part of their constructive resistance, specifically by setting 
the example that businesses can be practiced according to other 
principles than those associated with capitalism.  
 
Further, in Article IV, Sørensen and I analyse how worker co-ops and 
timebanks relate to capitalist temporality. In previous literature on 
capitalism, a close connection is found between capitalism and a 
certain construction of time and temporality. Time consciousness 
linked to a future-oriented calculating rationality has evolved with the 
rise of capitalism (Thrift, 1981), where time is valued according to the 
efficiency and speed of productive work and comparative competition 
advantages in ways that commodify clock time (Adam, 1998; 
Hochschild, 2001; Rosa, 2013). The Swedish worker co-ops in this 
dissertation depict capitalist temporality in concordance with how 
theoretical writers have approached the issue, specifically regarding 
the commodification of time as equal to money. In Article IV, Sørensen 
and I discuss how the worker co-ops practice constructive resistance 
against the commodification of time in some aspects, but 
simultaneously reproduce clock time, a common tool for measuring 
work in the capitalist market economic context in which the co-ops 
operate. When I returned to the co-ops in order to present the results, 
some members repeated somewhat regrettably that they have to use 
clock time in dealings with customers because that is how it works in 
their business branch, even though they would like to transcend such 
strict calculations. This highlights how the tentacles of capitalism (and 
capitalist temporality) are far-reaching and have become increasingly 
incorporated in different social spheres, making it difficult for the co-
ops to oppose it on all fronts at the same time. Nevertheless, this does 
not rule out the possibility of resistance, further discussed in the next 
chapter regarding the theoretical perspective on social change.  
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Thus far in this section, I have discussed how this dissertation 
highlights the importance of context when analyzing constructive 
resistance for social change. The rest of this chapter on the worker co-
ops’ resistance against capitalism highlights how resistance, as well as 
being influenced by context, is also influenced by how the targeted 
power is depicted by the resisters. 
 

The depiction of power in relation to resistance 

The articles of this thesis highlight the importance of exploring how the 
organizing of resistance is directed against a particular form of power, 
but also how the depiction of this power relates to the way it is presently 
enacted in the context in which the resistance is practiced. The way 
power is depicted influences how resistance is practiced, which 
includes the risk that resistance against some aspects of power may 
simultaneously reproduce other aspects of power.  
 
As discussed in Articles I and III, affect and friendship are actualized 
in different ways in the generated empirical material. Affect should 
here be read as a certain perspective on feelings in line with Sara 
Ahmed’s (2004, 2014) theorizing on affect, employed in Article I. 
Feelings are in this perspective understood as a discursive and social 
affect that circulates and accumulates between subjects and in relation 
to signs, shaping social bonds among collectives and forming 
boundaries that exclude others. For example, Article I shows how the 
sign ‘cooperative’ is continuously associated with positive adjectives 
that may accumulate positive affect in relation to co-ops. In addition, 
Article III analyzes how Swedish worker co-ops organize themselves 
through work relations characterized by friendship. The co-operators 
associate these work relations with democracy, equality, authenticity, 
and a blurring of boundaries between private and work life, while 
hierarchy is understood to form unequal, depersonalized, and 
inauthentic work relations.  
 
Emotional social bonds in terms of friendship and affect are articulated 
and enacted by the co-operators as part of their resistance against 
capitalism, similar to how capitalism has often been critiqued through 
a ‘protest discourse [that] features empathy as a guiding logic of the 
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action and objectives’ (Reber, 2012, p. 90). Specifically, this resistance 
is articulated against a hierarchically ordered, bureaucratic and 
depersonalized wage-labor controlled in time and space exemplified by 
Fordism and Taylorism in early industrial capitalism. The association 
between capitalism and hierarchical control is not surprising, as 
depersonalized bureaucracy has been closely connected to the 
enactment of capitalism. For example, Max Weber writes: 
 

When fully developed, bureaucracy […] which is welcomed by capitalism, 
develops more perfectly, the more it is ‘dehumanised’, the more completely 
it succeeds in eliminating from official business love, hatred, and all purely 
personal, irrational, and emotional elements which escape calculation. This 
is appraised as its special virtue by capitalism. (Weber, 1991, p. 215) 

 
However, Articles I and III problematize how the co-ops’ resistance 
relates to the circumstance that emotional logics and affect are found 
to increasingly overshadow rationality in justifications of present 
globalized capitalism (Illouz, 2007; Reber, 2012). The importance of 
justifications of capitalism is emphasized by the work of French 
pragmatists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello (2007), who stress that 
capitalism must be continuously justified in order to be reproduced by 
acting subjects. Such justifications are enacted through an adaptable 
belief system that motivates people’s engagement in capitalism, 
specifically their engagement in practices that allow the goal of capital 
accumulation to be reproduced. Boltanski and Chiapello show that 
arguments relating to affect and empathy are employed in French 
management discourse in ways that legitimize capitalism and protect 
it from critique (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007). Similarly, neoliberal 
theory associated with capitalism has legitimized market exchange as a 
form of ethics that emphasizes that ‘the social good will be maximized 
by maximizing the reach and frequency of market transactions’ 
(Harvey, 2005, p. 3). In addition, corporate management can attempt 
to support the development of friendship and friendship culture in 
workplaces because social bonds can strengthen horizontal loyalty and 
loyalty to the workplace in ways that contribute to work efficiency, thus 
favoring the employers (see e.g. Costas, 2012; Gregg, 2011; Sias, 2008).  
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Neither these aspects of emotional justifications, nor how corporate 
management can attempt to exploit friendship in workplaces, were 
included in the co-operators’ depictions of capitalism. This highlights 
how depictions of power influence resistance, where resistance may be 
directed against a form of power that has come to encompass similar 
ideals to those emphasized by the resistance. Since capitalism itself has 
encompassed emotional logics as legitimizing ideology, resistance that 
opposes capitalism by emphasizing affect, social bonds and friendships 
risks co-optation by, or reproduction of, power (Foucault, 1977, p. 183).  
 
This is further indicated by the analysis in Article IV showing how the 
five Swedish worker co-ops articulate opposition against the perceived 
dominance of the 40-hour work week strictly controlled in time and 
space by the management. In general, the co-ops oppose this by placing 
no restrictions on when, where or how much any member should work, 
allowing instead for individual flexibility. This can be exemplified by 
the following quote:	
 

Something for example that we’ve discussed and would in that case decide, 
is that I work 60 percent, period. Then I would like, then I’d have to keep 
track of it all the time, that I didn’t work more or less than that. It would be 
a lot of pressure to clock on and keep track like that … so I’d rather not. 
(Member 3, Heritage Co-op)  

 
Here, the member talks of the pressure associated with having to work 
a certain percentage of time each week (where 100% is 40 hours per 
week), which they do not enforce in the co-op. Instead, the members 
fill in time reports counted in clock time showing how much they work 
each week, and they receive income based on this. The Transportation 
Co-op is an exception, as their transport services are firmly scheduled, 
but each member nevertheless controls how much work they take on. 
Enacting such temporal and spatial flexibility as resistance to perceived 
dominant ways of organizing may, however, reiterate power. Research 
in Sweden shows that there has been a progression into a less 
boundaried work life, where work is increasingly space-independent 
and time-flexible with non-regulated working conditions (Allvin et al., 
2011, 2013; Chamberlain, 2013), although there are certainly variations 
according to, for example, market sector. Such flexibility may 
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nevertheless include regulations, through which the workers’ agency is 
still governed, but in a different way: ‘action and choice will […] be 
directed toward other rationales for governance, whether internal or 
external to the individual’ (Allvin et al., 2013, p. 111). This means that 
worker co-ops’ constructive resistance in some ways enacts a reality 
already in place in large areas of work life, although their depiction of 
power is slightly different from that reality, with the risk that resistance 
serves power. For example, making work life (seem) more ‘humane’ or 
adaptable according to individual preferences may legitimize the 
continuation of capitalist wage-labor. As pointed out by Marisol 
Sandoval (2017) in her study on cultural co-ops, a discourse of ‘doing 
what you love’ may legitimize precarious working conditions in co-ops 
in accordance with neoliberalism.  
 
In general, then, this discussion highlights the importance of exploring 
how the targeted power is depicted by the resistance and how this 
power is enacted and discursively produced in that particular context 
and moment in time. Otherwise, there is a risk of accepting depictions 
of power that may hide how power presently circulates. The importance 
of including a contextual perspective in research on resistance has been 
emphasized before (Goodin and Tilly, 2006). This dissertation 
strengthens this argument by analyzing how worker co-ops’ resistance 
change is possible but how they are also faced with challenges in the 
context in which they act. The potential to contribute to social change 
is discussed further in the next chapter, following a short summary of 
this chapter. 
 

Summary 
This chapter has offered meta-discussions on the theoretical and 
empirical analysis of the articles concerning the themes of constructive 
resistance, power, capitalism and the role of context. I emphasized the 
theorizing of the Swedish worker co-ops’ organizing for social change 
as constructive resistance, understood as opposition to undesired 
forms of power by enacting, in the here and now, an alternative reality 
according to other ideals. Constructive resistance is conceptualized as 
such regardless of the intentions behind the practices, the practices’ 
eventual successfulness in undermining power, and the subalternity of 
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the resistance actor. Instead, the focus is on the actions and their 
potential to undermine power. 
 
The employed Foucauldian perspective on power as circulating in a 
productive network of force relations was presented and discussed. The 
focus in this dissertation is on forms of power associated with 
capitalism, with analysis in the articles of the aspects of discourse, 
knowledge, affect, work relations, friendship and temporality. These 
aspects, which worker co-ops relate to, challenge and/or mobilize 
through their resistance against capitalism, are depicted in different 
ways by the co-operators. The articles’ analyses of the relatedness 
between resistance and power concerning these aspects highlight how 
the depiction of power within influences how resistance is practiced.  
 
Furthermore, the discussion in this chapter stressed the importance of 
including a contextual perspective in research on resistance, based on 
the analysis that the worker co-ops’ practices within contexts 
characterized by capitalism, which they also resist, to some extent 
encompasses adaptation to and reproduction of power. There is 
likewise a risk that the ideals emphasized and enacted by constructive 
resistance are also simultaneously embraced by power in the context in 
which they operate. Overall, this highlights how worker co-ops’ 
organizing may simultaneously enact resistance with the potential to 
undermine power and risk reproducing other aspects of power. The 
next chapter continues the theoretical and analytical discussion of the 
articles by delving deeper into the issue of the potentials and pitfalls of 
social change, including the notion of freedom and the theoretical 
concept of critical resistance. 
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5 Freedom, social change and critical resistance 

The analytical discussion has thus far concerned how the studied 
worker co-ops are organized and constructed as resistance in 
opposition to different undesired forms of power associated with 
capitalism (chapter 4). At the same time, as businesses acting on 
capitalist economic markets, the co-ops adapt to and in some ways 
reiterate and allow for the continuation of capitalist aspects in this 
context. In this chapter, the articles are used as a point of departure to 
discuss the issue of social change in more detail, specifically how to 
understand the potential for social change in the worker co-ops’ 
organizing. Firstly, the chapter explores how the five Swedish worker 
co-ops actualize the notion of freedom in their articulations of 
resistance against capitalism, which provides an understanding of the 
kind of social change the co-operators call for. Secondly, this empirical 
exploration is deepened with a discussion of how freedom and agency 
can be understood theoretically in relation to social change from a 
Foucauldian perspective on power. Thirdly, the concept of critical 
resistance (Hoy, 2004) employed in Article I is discussed, and I also 
explain the choice to not explicitly mobilize the concept of critical 
resistance in the other three articles. 
 

The co-ops’ articulations of freedom 
This section concerns how the Swedish worker co-ops articulate 
freedom through their resistance against capitalism. Articles II, III and 
IV show how the five Swedish worker co-ops practice constructive 
resistance against depicted forms of power that fix subjects in 
hierarchical government, exploitative, depersonalized work relations 
and capitalist logics and temporality. Instead, the worker co-ops 
organize themselves according to a form of work life they idealize, with 
freedom to choose for themselves how to work, with whom and with 
what aims. This highlights how constructive resistance implies 
subjects’ abilities to decide their own values and act accordingly in ways 
that may challenge the dominating power. Constructive resistance 
points towards the possibility of acting and organizing as if free from 
the productive forces of power and thus able to disregard contextual 
impact. Notions of freedom are present in the co-operators’ 
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presentations of their cooperative organizing in two main ways, which 
will be explained here. 
 
On the one hand, freedom is implicated in the oppositional organizing 
in relation to the dominant societal norms associated with capitalism. 
Capitalism calls for certain ways of organizing society and influences 
individuals’ understandings of their own needs, as well as omitting 
other ways of thinking and acting. The co-ops’ constructive resistance 
is instead enacted as a refusal to act according to the terms set up by 
power, by practicing their ideals as if they were not alternative or 
marginal. The following quotes from the interview material can 
illustrate this position of organizing otherwise: 
 

That we exist and … still exist, is a proof that yes, sure, it’s possible to work 
like this, and it’s, what we’d like to say, better than many other ways of 
working. (Member 2, Heritage Co-op) 

 

It’s also like this that we… live. Live our values. (Member 1, Drama Co-op) 

 
The introductory quote at the very start of this dissertation can also 
serve to highlight the articulated potential to ‘work against’ the 
dominating power:  
 

[T]he whole society is built on this, that we must work more and more and 
more, or, we should, the wheel should spin faster, and faster. Growth is 
such a primary goal all the time, and the whole societal structure, the whole 
system, is built on us trying to push ourselves further, a little bit further, 
whatever we produce or do. And to work against it in an adequate way, it, 
it’s important both from an individual perspective and from a societal 
perspective, I think. (Member 1, Environment Co-op) 

 
Overall, these quotes indicate a notion of freedom to act otherwise than 
in accordance with the terms and conditions set up by power. This 
positionality implied by the worker co-ops’ constructive resistance 
concords with a view on freedom as ‘the capacity of agents to act 
according to their own values, needs, and desires, or ends’ 
(Chamberlain, 2018, p. 10). In other words, to act and construct the 
reality they wish to see, despite power relations. 
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On the other hand, the worker co-ops’ constructive resistance 
actualizes freedom from being governed from within work 
organizations. This notion of freedom is more explicitly expressed in 
the interviews with the Swedish co-operators than the freedom to be 
unconstrained by the power of capitalism. Freedom from being 
governed within work organizations is articulated through the co-ops’ 
resistance against the perceived hierarchical circulation of power in 
capitalist organizations, where workers are put into a position of being 
governed, controlled and exploited. The following two quotes from the 
interviews with co-operators can illustrate this position: 
 

[…] it’s about working towards the ideal image of work relations. […] I think 
we’ve created how I think it should be, in the world. When you think about 
how much globally is based on dominance and doing what you’re told and 
what you must and all these very strict hierarchies and control by bosses 
and middle bosses… (Member 4, Art Co-op) 

 

[…] everyone [each member] in the co-op – because the co-op also looks 
like it does – likes to have responsibility and have freedom to choose their 
own projects and not being guided by a boss. (Interview notes, Member 2, 
Environment Co-op) 

 
The co-operators talk about the freedom to self-govern, take 
responsibility for and have an influence on their work life, with all 
members entitled to participate and to have the capacity to control and 
decide for themselves. Equality and authenticity as opposed to 
depersonalized hierarchies are also displayed in how the members 
relate to each other, to the co-op and the work itself, as touched upon 
in Article III. Self-government is also actualized in the international 
marketing campaign, explored in Article I, where resistance against 
conventional capitalist joint-stock companies accentuates the workers’ 
abilities to manage and govern economic businesses by themselves. 
 
Thus, the co-ops emphasize freedom from being controlled by 
capitalism in society in general, and freedom from being controlled 
hierarchically by someone else within the workplace. These two 
dimensions do not exclude each other, but the former informs the 
practices of the latter, and the latter reiterates and maintains the 
dominance of the former. Both concern the possibility to act without 
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constraint in terms of organizing work. Expressed differently, this 
sought freedom is articulated as a form of power to (Haugaard, 2010), 
in this case, the power to self-govern. Historically, this is not a new 
perspective, and in the rest of this section I discuss and contextualize 
this actualized notion of self-government. At the end of the section, I 
will also touch upon the limits of the notion of unconstrained freedom, 
which the present analysis of worker co-ops highlights. 
 
The worker co-ops’ freedom from being governed at work is mainly 
outlined in opposition to a depicted traditional form of industrial wage-
labor, as discussed above, similar to the capitalism identified by Marx 
and Engels, where workers are cut off from the fruits of their work and 
risk alienation by acting for someone else in separation from their own 
self and personal needs (Marx, 1867; Marx and Engels, 1845). Or, in 
Charles Horton Cooley’s words, ‘the self is not only outside the task but 
hostile to it’ (Cooley, 1923, p. 311). In the introduction to this 
dissertation, I referred to André Gorz (1990, p. 96), who has 
systematized Marx’s concept of alienation into a three-dimensional 
view on work. In Gorz’s model, emancipation that can rescue workers 
from alienation requires: (1) that the whole work process is organized 
by those who carry out the work; (2) that the goal of the production is 
set by the workers themselves; and (3) that the production has 
potential for the development of those who participate in it. The three 
dimensions of this model invoke a view of workers as capable of 
governing the work and developing themselves through it, and they are 
‘freed’ from alienation only insofar as they have the opportunity for 
such self-government. The model implies that when subjects are free 
to govern themselves – if control is transferred from managers in 
hierarchical orders to the workers – the workers will govern themselves 
democratically rather than choosing to be controlled by someone else.  
 
Similar forms of workers’ self-government have historically been 
promoted within classical liberalism (Ellerman and Gonza, 2019), but 
also within anarchist thought, which ultimately can be understood as 
striving for freedom. Core figures within anarchism, such as Mikhail 
Bakunin, have actually criticized Marxism for implicating a form of 
authoritarian socialism in which the proletariat could become a new 
form of tyrannical dictatorship instead of achieving the sought freedom 
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of self-government (Guerin, 1970, p. 25). Noam Chomsky (2013) 
emphasizes the parallel between classical libertarianism and anarchist 
thought visible in the joint emphasis on democratizing society and 
freeing people from constraining social and economic bonds bound 
with dominance and inequality. Chomsky (2013, p. 37) acknowledges 
that even the classical liberal Wilhelm von Humboldt stressed that 
skilled work can be admired, but not if it is carried out by a worker who 
acts as a controlled cog in a wheel of industrial control. Further, in 
classical liberalism, as seen for example in the work by the classical 
liberal Alexis de Tocqueville, Chomsky reports that the role of the 
individual is at the core: 
 

[Y]ou’re interested in people, and for people to have the opportunity to live 
full and rewarding lives they have to be in control of what they do, even if 
that happens to be economically less efficient. (Chomsky, 2013, p. 38) 

 
This last point is important. Chomsky argues that if they adhere to the 
roots of classical liberalism, liberals would oppose capitalism and its 
primacy of capital accumulation and private ownership, as it stifles the 
freedom of individuals to act on equal terms. Liberals support the idea 
of market economy, but capitalism includes the accumulation of large 
capital among the few, which severely disturbs the functions of free 
economic markets. Resisting capitalism can thus be understood as a 
striving for individual freedom that is part of both classical liberalism 
and anarchism.  
 
Workers’ control over the work is key in this call for freedom, just like 
in anarcho-syndicalism. In relation to, but also even within capitalism, 
anarcho-syndicalists strive to ‘take over the organization of production 
on a democratic basis’ (Chomsky, 2013, p. 11), in order to create 
voluntary associations of free producers, similar to the democratic 
management and ownership of worker co-ops. From a historical 
perspective, this aim can be understood as the third and final phase of 
emancipation, where the first concerns the conversion of slaves into 
serfs, and the second, serfs into wage-earners (which characterizes the 
present form of globalized capitalism). The third phase then 
encompasses the transference of control from ‘capital owners’ to the 
free associations of producers (Chomsky, 2013, p. 12), which can be 
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understood as enacted by the Swedish worker co-ops in this study. In 
the progression towards emancipation, the anarchist project also 
includes a strong emphasis on the abolishment of state power in favor 
of local democratic management of industry, as Saul Newman points 
out: 
 

Anarchism is premised on the idea of a beyond of power; in other words, of 
the possibility of a final liberation from power relations. The destruction of 
state power, and the building of societies of free association, will be the 
absolute condition for flourishing of human freedom and progress. 
(Newman, 2010, p. 267) 

 
The abolishment of state power is not mentioned by the worker co-ops 
involved in this particular study, comprising a core difference between 
their resistance and anarchism. However, as stressed by Newman, 
anarchist thought – and seemingly also worker cooperation – suggests 
the possibility of ‘a final liberation from power relations’.25 The co-ops 
actualize a view of individuals as free actors that can form their own 
lives rather than being constrained by social and economic structures. 
Even though the co-operators acknowledge such structures, the 
opportunity to organize otherwise and live their ideals is articulated as 
a choice they are free to make as individuals and collectives. 
 
This perspective on free, unconstrained individuals has some 
similarities not only with classical liberalism but also with neoliberal 
capitalist discourse, explored in Article I. Neoliberalism involves a 
notion of the entrepreneurial individual as already free (Hoy, 2004, p. 
1). It implies that insofar as the co-operators want the world to change, 
they can act differently and it will change. The logic suggests that if 
collective organizing through cooperation is desired, individuals will 
act accordingly, and co-ops will increase. People may simply start to 
carry out those goals through entrepreneurship on open markets, 
similar to the idea of constructive resistance outside of power 
structures.  

 
25 This view is, however, problematic from a Foucauldian perspective, as discussed further 
in the next section on how to theoretically understand freedom, agency and social change. 
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However, as shown in the articles, neither individual co-operators nor 
individual co-ops can carry out their actions as if they were completely 
‘free’ and uninfluenced by context. Such contextual influence is present 
both within and around the co-ops. Within the co-ops, the worker co-
ops’ organized self-government is characterized by collectiveness, 
which influences the actions of individual members. Worker 
cooperation, as articulated by the co-operators, does not equal the 
complete inviolability of the individual, but encompasses the 
possibility to take part, negotiate and have one’s voice heard in a 
voluntary, democratic, social setting. Article III shows how the 
emphasis on friendship in co-ops’ work relations forms community-
oriented subjects who value social bonds, similar to what can be called 
a Homo Sociologicus, rather than the self-interested Homo 
Economicus (Ng and Tseng, 2008). This ties the members to the co-
ops and each other in ways that to some extent promote compliance, 
compromise and sacrifice, which can be understood to influence the 
‘freedom’ of individual members. 
 
Further, constructive resistance is not carried out in a vacuum 
unaffected by contextual circumstances; the context has a bearing on 
the co-ops’ actions. This is shown, for example, in Article II regarding 
the worker co-ops’ knowledge-making. Even ‘free’ markets impose 
certain constraints. Articles I and IV also highlight how the 
oppositional campaign discourse and co-ops’ organized temporality, 
respectively, are intertwined with logics associated with the dominance 
of capitalism in the surrounding society. The co-operators also focus on 
freedom from the constraints which they manage to escape in their way 
of organizing, while other constraints that the co-ops do not challenge 
are possibly more taken for granted, intertwined with their cultural, 
historical, geographical and economic context. For example, market 
competition is seen as inevitable when doing business in the private 
sphere, which some interviewees touch upon (see Article II). Also, paid 
labor is opposed in terms of the central role and extent of wage-labor 
in the present society, but not necessarily in itself, which relates to the 
work ethic that paid work can be viewed as a means for independence 
(Chamberlain, 2018, p. 5). I return to the notion of paid labor in the 
sixth and final chapter of the dissertation. 
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In general, then, even though the co-operators articulate notions of 
freedom through their organizing of resistance, their embeddedness in 
a certain context influences their resistance practices. In the following 
section, I discuss how this can be understood from a theoretical point 
of view, using insights mainly from Michel Foucault, further developed 
by Judith Butler. 
 

Theoretical perspective on agency and social change 
The discussion above elucidates a relationality between freedom and 
context as well as resistance and power in the case of worker co-ops’ 
organizing for social change. This highlights the notion of agency, 26 the 
possibility to act, which from a Foucauldian perspective can be 
described as the process whereby subjects engage with power, ‘both as 
that which is made possible through the power and as that which can 
destabilize the coherence and certainty of its effects’ (Hansson and 
Hellberg, 2020, p. 273). In this section, I discuss how these issues are 
approached by Foucault, and further developed by Butler, including 
critique against the Foucauldian perspective. This theorizing of social 
change is employed in the present dissertation in order to understand 
the analytical results that elucidate how worker co-ops can practice 
both resistance to and reproduction of power.27 The discussion finally 

 
26 Agency is often related to reflexivity in sociology, explored by numerous scholars such as 
George Herbert Mead, Margaret Archer and Anthony Giddens, which in short concerns the 
role of the self, self-conscious thinking and internal conversation (Tsekeris, 2010). Reflexivity 
is often also related to researchers’ considerations of their influence in research production 
(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009; Foley, 2002). In this chapter, however, I focus on the subject 
and agency within Foucauldian thought as employed in this thesis.  

27 The perspective on social change employed and discussed in the present chapter derives 
from and aligns with the dissertation’s analysis of resistance and power from a Foucauldian 
point of view. The employed perspective on social change is thus both a logical continuation 
of the more particular analysis in the articles and previous chapters, and a theoretical 
inspiration for the conducted analysis, which I invite the reader to take part in. For that 
reason, other influential literature on social change is excluded from this discussion, with the 
exception of the critiques given at the end of the section, mainly from a Marxist viewpoint. 
The arguments for the present approach do not eliminate the potential merits of 
conceptualizing cooperative organizing for social change from other sociological 
perspectives, for example by engaging Jürgen Habermas (Dufays et al., 2020), Antonio 
Gramsci (Satgar, 2007) or Karl Polanyi and Karl Marx (Bilewicz, 2017; Tilzey, 2017). Other 
perspectives could elucidate other insights than the Foucauldian perspective in focus in this 
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leads towards the next section in which the concept of critical 
resistance and the prospects for social change are further developed. 
 
At the core of Foucault’s conceptualization of power is a view on the 
inevitable circulation of power, as discussed above, which also 
incorporates resistance and agency. Power relations do not exclude 
freedom; rather, freedom is possible and even necessary for power to 
function: 
 

[…] in order for power relations to come into play, there must be at least a 
certain degree of freedom on both sides […]. This means that in power 
relations there is necessarily the possibility of resistance because if there 
were no possibility of resistance (of violent resistance, flight, deception, 
strategies capable of reversing the situation), there would be no power 
relations at all. (Foucault, 1997, p. 292)  

 
This excerpt points to Foucault’s understanding that power does not 
exclude agency, but that agency is part of both power and resistance. 
Power relations are based on a dynamic relationality between power 
and resistance, which includes the idea that where there is power, there 
is resistance. Newman further explains that 
 

[…] from a Foucauldian perspective, freedom is always situated within the 
context of power relations: power and freedom do not encounter each other 
in a zero-sum game, so that the triumph of freedom will be at the same time 
the elimination of power. (Newman, 2010, p. 267) 

 
Both power and freedom are actualized simultaneously and do not 
exclude each other. The eventuality of freedom is always embedded 
within the contextual field of power relations. The Foucauldian 
perspective involves a decentralization of the subject, since power 
produces agency, just like the very notion of the subject, and 
appropriate actions for certain subject positions. In line with Foucault, 
Butler (1993) understands subjectivation as a process of power through 
which the idea of an autonomous subject and specific subject positions 

 
dissertation. However, comparisons between different perspectives on social change and 
worker cooperation that do them justice are left to future research beyond this thesis. 



 

 
 
 

138 

are formed. This means that the radical interpretation of subjects’ 
absolute agential freedom of choice is a chimera. From this perspective, 
it is more appropriate to discuss the potential of agency, rather than 
freedom, as the notion of freedom risks implying such a radical 
interpretation of absolute freedom. The possibility of agency is part of 
the way reality is and has been constructed,28 where earlier activities 
form regulatory regimes and materialization of norms that shape 
subjects’ agency. Subjects with agency, produced by power, act in ways 
that over time shape seemingly stable structures, socially and 
materially (Butler, 1993). Butler writes that, ‘[a]lthough this 
constitutive constraint does not foreclose the possibility of agency, it 
does locate agency as a reiterative or rearticulatory practice’ (Butler, 
1993, p. 15). This means that agency itself is produced by power 
relations.  
 
Both the inherent reproduction and the possibility of change are thus 
emphasized by Foucault and Butler, highlighting the importance of 
context in the study of resistance practices. Above, I discussed 
Foucault’s assertion that discourses of truth can be normalized through 
processes of power. Foucault also stresses the intertwinement of power 
and resistance and the inevitable possibility of changes in discourse. 
 

We must make allowance for the complex and unstable process whereby 
discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a 
hindrance, a stumbling-block, a point of resistance and a starting point for 
an opposing strategy. Discourse transmits and produces power; it 
reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and 
makes it possible to thwart it. (Foucault, 1990, p. 101) 

 
The social construction of reality can be understood from this 
perspective as an ongoing struggle between power and resistance in 
which the former produces certain truths that the latter contests, in 
many different ways and practices. Similarly, Butler (1993) argues that 

 
28 This relates to how freedom and agency can be viewed as social constructions that are 
real in its effects (Brown, Pujol and Curt, 1998). For example, Vivien Burr acknowledges that 
‘in a culture where social and discursive practices revolve around the notion of agency, then 
social and psychological reality will be constructed accordingly’ (Burr, 1998, p. 18). The 
individualism associated with neoliberalism comprises one example of how the idea of 
individual agency is strenghtened in a certain cultural context. 
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there is an inherent instability in the processes that form structures, 
which means that perfect reiteration of the historical and material 
structures is impossible. This opens the way for the inevitability of 
change in terms of practices. According to this perspective, resistance 
to power can be understood as a shift in the reiteration of norms that 
breaks away from the presently normative constraints of discourse and 
materiality, regardless of whether the ‘shift’ is intended or not (see the 
discussion above on constructive resistance and intentionality). 
Resistance can thus be discursively and bodily performed by ‘acting 
differently’ (Scott, 1985; Butler, 1993, 2015). Acting differently involves 
practices that stretch beyond the dominant discourse with its power of 
truth and knowledge that is being continuously produced. In the case 
of the Swedish worker co-ops, such shifted reiterations of acting 
differently are repeated through their continuous constructive 
resistance. 
 
However, when power is enacted as domination, that is, when 
constraints entrap people in asymmetrical relations, the possibilities to 
act are severely limited (Hoy, 2004, p. 82). In the articles, I refer to 
capitalism as holding a dominant position in the societal and economic 
contexts in which the worker co-ops operate. This domination 
produces materializing discourses that exclude alternatives and limit 
actors’ ways of thinking and acting. The Swedish worker co-ops face 
such limitations and difficulties when they experience the need to make 
adaptations and compromises in order to survive in the context in 
which they act, thereby entailing a reproduction of power. But since 
domination is based on power relations, it is nevertheless possible, and 
even inevitable, from a Foucauldian perspective, to challenge power by 
acting differently (Butler, 1993). David Couzens Hoy explains that 
‘[t]he point of [Foucault’s] own critical resistance was to do whatever 
was possible to make sure that the games of power were played with 
the minimum of domination’ (Hoy, 2004, p. 92). Social change in this 
perspective is not about overthrowing power, as there is always a 
certain circulation of power, but rather making power circulate 
differently and diminishing the impact of domination. This motivates 
an analytical focus on the relationality between power and resistance, 
as in the articles of this dissertation, rather than exploring only the 
aims of oppositional practices.  
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Nevertheless, both the inevitability of power and resistance and the 
decentralization of the subject have faced critique, mostly directed 
against the seemingly limited prospects of emancipatory actions for 
social change. For example, in his book Change the World without 
Taking Power, John Holloway (2010) takes the subject as a starting 
point in theorizing opposition to capitalism. With a perspective on 
‘doing’ as the driving force, Holloway views the subject not as 
something that is but something that does, in a constant movement 
that may bring about social change. 
 

[T]he idea of the person as subject, we are told, is a historical construct. 
That may be so, but our starting point, the scream of complete refusal to 
accept the misery of capitalist society, takes us inevitably to the notion of 
subjectivity. To deny human subjectivity is to deny the scream or, which 
comes to the same thing, to turn the scream into a scream of despair. “Ha! 
Ha!” they mock, “you scream as though it were possible to change society 
radically. But there is no possibility of radical change, there is no way out.” 
(Holloway, 2010, p. 26) 

  
Here, Holloway argues that the potential of the subject to hold agential 
intentionality and the ability to seek emancipation is blocked if 
subjectivity is decentralized. Holloway develops his critique from a 
Marxist perspective on social change through which he aims to aid 
actors striving for emancipation. He argues: 
 

in Foucault’s analysis, there are a whole host of resistances which are 
integral to power, but there is no possibility of emancipation. The only 
possibility is an endlessly shifting constellation of power-and-resistance. 
(Holloway, 2010, p. 40) 

 
Thereby, Foucault is criticized for two aspects that relate to the issue of 
social change, both seen to stifle the possibility of full emancipation: 
his decentralization of the subject and the inevitability of continuous 
struggles between power and resistance. Similarly, Raymond Caldwell 
argues that ‘at the core of Foucault’s notion of agency and change is not 
a moral vision or a programmatic political mission to make a difference 
but an aesthetic, erotic and voluntaristic desire to act otherwise’ 
(Caldwell, 2007, p. 789). Although noticing that Foucault sought to 
continue his work on developing the notion of agency at the end of his 
career, Caldwell’s point is that Foucault’s conceptualization stifles the 
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notion of ethical action with a positive aim, and instead allows only a 
negative or reactive ‘acting otherwise’. Foucault, however, stresses that 
resistance is not caught in the process of reproducing power, but 
involves a creative multitude of active resistances with the potential to 
contribute to social change: 
 

[…] there is no single locus of great Refusal, no soul of revolt, source of all 
rebellions, or pure law of the revolutionary. Instead there is a plurality of 
resistances each of them a special case: resistances that are possible, 
necessary, improbable; others that are spontaneous, savage, solitary, 
concerted, rampant, or violent; still others that are quick to compromise, 
interested, or sacrificial; by definition, they can only exist in the strategic 
field of power relations. But this does not mean that they are only a reaction 
or rebound, forming with respect to the basic domination an underside that 
is in the end always passive, doomed to perpetual defeat. (Foucault, 1990, 
p. 96)  

 
Thus, Foucault introduces creativity and spontaneity as part of an 
active rather than passive or reactive agency of resistance. That this 
resistance is always related to the contextual circulation of power in 
which agency is produced is an ontological perspective that explains 
the impossibility of complete freedom, rather than a statement of the 
impossibility of resistance for social change. In addition, the present 
study points towards an understanding that an effort to act otherwise 
can nevertheless be infused with moral or political visions aimed 
towards changing the world for the better from an individual and 
societal perspective. This is done by the worker co-ops in their efforts 
to self-govern in opposition to capitalism, which of course nevertheless 
are related to capitalism and the field of power relations (see for 
example Articles I and II). Even though the resisters may depict this 
context in ways that may deviate from the present circulation of power, 
it is within certain contexts that the need or desire for resistance is 
produced, related to perceived undesired forms of power. Foucault 
explains: 
 

I do not think that the will not to be governed at all is something that one 
could consider an originary aspiration. I think that, in fact, the will not to 
be governed is always the will not to be governed thusly, like that, by these 
people, at this price. As for the expression of not being governed at all, I 
believe it is the philosophical and theoretical paroxysm of something that 
would be this will not to be relatively governed. (Foucault, 2007, p. 76) 
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This quote highlights Foucault’s perspective that attempts to act 
differently in order to bring forth social change are always related to a 
perceived undesirable present. As discussed above, the call for freedom 
articulated by the co-ops actualizes a form of self-government through 
which the co-ops can take control and govern themselves in ways other 
than those associated with capitalism. This indicates that complete 
freedom from being governed is not necessary for their aims. A parallel 
can be drawn between the constructive resistance practiced by the 
Swedish worker co-ops and Foucault’s resistance concept ‘counter-
conduct’. Counter-conduct means ‘to escape direction by others and to 
define the way for each to conduct himself’ (Foucault, 2009, p. 194).29 
An example of this form of resistance can be found in the worker co-
ops’ calls for the establishment of other values than monetary ones, 
such as social and environmental sustainability, which in their 
perspective ought to gain importance in the conduct of actors, such as 
individuals, businesses, governments and so on. The worker co-ops 
organize themselves as resistance in ways that make collective self-
government according to other ideals than capitalism possible. That 
this self-government is collective in a way that, for example, involves 
compliance from individual members, as seen in Article III, is then a 
lesser problem. The key is that the co-ops’ organizing involves a 
different form of governing than that comprised by capitalism. 
 
Analytically, the view on the intermingling inevitability of power and 
resistance motivates the study of how social orders are changed into 
different social orders with another circulation of power. To focus on 
the relation between power and resistance is an important tool in 
apprehending both the possibilities and the difficulties of social 
change. Further, power circulates even in contexts seemingly 
emancipated from dominant power, for example, when considerable 
social change has occured. This does not necessarily mean that the 

 
29 In the work by Foucault, the different forms of resistance are identified according to the 
different forms of power they relate to (Lilja and Vinthagen, 2014). Counter-conduct is 
specifically directed against governmentality, or governing through ‘conduct of conduct’ 
(Foucault, 2009, p. 196), which refers to a form of power that conducts people’s conduct 
through multiple technologies of power, for example incorporated in governmental 
institutions. 
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‘new’ form of power is problematic in ways similar to the former. But if 
resistance is practiced within the very context in which the nexus of 
power/knowledge has produced subjects and the possibilities of 
agency, there are nevertheless risks that the resistance may also 
reproduce power. This is discussed further in the following section in 
relation to the theoretical concept of critical resistance. 
 

Critical resistance 
In Article I, the concept of critical resistance is employed. Because 
critical resistance is closely linked to the discussion on the theoretical 
perspectives on social change, the concept is discussed here instead of 
above in relation to constructive resistance. Critical resistance was 
coined by Hoy (2004) based on his thorough readings of the 
approaches of poststructuralist thinkers, including Foucault, to the 
possibility of resistance. The addition of the term ‘critical’ to resistance 
is meant to refer to emancipatory resistance to domination, 
distinguished from power’s resistance against emancipation efforts 
(Hoy, 2004, p. 83). The concept highlights the risk of practicing 
resistance in a naïve manner without critical reflection on the 
contextual constraints that are presupposed and even reproduced. 
Since the resistance only makes sense when these constraints are 
practiced, resistance may actually preserve them (Hoy, 2004, p. 3). In 
other words, resistance that is reactive in relation to domination may 
risk preserving power relations by taking contextual constraints for 
granted. Critical resistance thus offers a reminder that it is more 
difficult than one might think to strive for emancipation from 
domination, because the sought liberation might actually have been 
produced by power.  
 
One strategy for critical resistance according to the work by Foucault is 
to co-opt the technologies of power and use them as resistance (Hoy, 
2004, p. 85). For example, if capitalism is supported by discourses 
claiming that capitalistically managed businesses are the only 
alternative, then worker co-ops can possibly challenge this through 
discourses and entrepreneurship that instead enact worker co-ops as 
the norm. However, it is particularly difficult to practice resistance 
against neoliberal capitalism, as the logics have spread to so many 
societal spheres, and because neoliberal discourse produces a view on 



 

 
 
 

144 

subjects as free, autonomous individuals (Hoy, 2004, p. 1). The free 
entrepreneurial Homo Economicus might embody the same freedom 
sought by resistance. Thus, critical resistance calls for a skepticism 
towards those contextual circumstances that are presupposed and 
taken for granted.  
 
Several aspects of co-ops’ opposition against capitalism indicate that it 
does not involve resistance that is critical enough to challenge the 
continuation of capitalist practices and logics. Even if worker co-ops 
have the potential to be emancipated from alienation, as indicated in 
the model by Gorz (1990, p. 96), capitalist discourse and logics can still 
be reproduced. This risk is analyzed in Article I, in which the 
international marketing campaign that promotes worker cooperation 
is found to presuppose the primacy of monetary values, profit and 
economic growth. This can be illustrated by the following excerpt from 
the campaign: 
 

Everybody Wins: Increased Exposure & Growth Benefits all Cooperatives. 

As our movement gains visibility and consumer understanding the 
potential for new cooperatives and larger existing cooperatives increases. 
(Presentation 2, ICA) 

 
The discourse analysis of the campaign shows that the use of words 
such as ‘wins’ and ‘benefits’ together with ‘growth’ and ‘increase’, as in 
this quote, constructs growth as primarily positive in line with 
neoliberal capitalist discourse (Massey, 2013; Holborow, 2016). In 
addition, growth is largely outlined in an economic sense in the 
campaign, for example by presenting numbers of how much income the 
employees in certain large organizations would receive if these were co-
ops rather than joint-stock companies. Overall, this means that, as 
resistance, the campaign does not challenge the ideals of economic 
growth and entrepreneurialism of neoliberal capitalism. Another 
example is found in the work of Nancy Fraser. Although not employing 
the concept of critical resistance, Fraser (2013) shows how the identity 
politics of second-wave feminism developed together with, and in some 
ways perhaps even aided, the introduction of neoliberal capitalism in 
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its focus on individualism rather than collective economic 
redistribution.  
 
This points to the overarching risk of resistance also reproducing 
dominance, or at least producing a circulation of power in which some 
aspects of the opposed dominance are reiterated. The co-operators 
practice their oppositional organizing within capitalistic economic 
markets in which they compete on the same terms as other companies, 
and are thus dependent on this context in order to survive, as discussed 
in Article II. This includes a reiteration of the notion of 
entrepreneurship as important in present society. The prevalence of 
economic organizations that practice social and environmental ideals, 
such as the co-ops, could risk to legitimate the viability of capitalism, 
entrepreneurship and the free market model, instead of serving as 
engines for social change. One interviewee of the Transportation Co-
op, for example, mentioned that other businesses can hire the co-op as 
a form of ‘greenwashing’ that frees businesses from having to practice 
environmental sustainability on their own. In such cases, worker co-
ops organized as resistance risks co-optation by the power of 
capitalism. 
 
The complexities highlighted by the concept of critical resistance are 
thus fruitful for understanding the elusiveness of resistance against 
power. However, these complexities are to some extent also included 
in the Foucauldian perspective on power, which emphasizes similar 
complexities in the relation between power and resistance. This means 
that even though the concept of critical resistance is explicitly 
employed only in Article I, the considerations highlighted by critical 
resistance nevertheless influence the analysis in the other articles as 
well. For example, a focus on context and the risk of reproducing power 
is present in the analysis in Articles II, III and IV, in which constructive 
resistance is employed instead of critical resistance.  
 
The concept of constructive resistance is better suited to explaining the 
form of resistance enacted by worker co-ops through their prefigurative 
organizing, whereas the concept of critical resistance can better serve 
as a way to highlight the risks of reiterating power. Even though critical 
resistance refers to the positive aspiration of emancipation from 
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domination, the concept used in empirical analysis may risk putting a 
dampener on resistance practices. The analysis risks ending up with 
the conclusion that it is not critical resistance, as in Article I. Such a 
conclusion involves an assumption about what (un)successful 
resistance is, which could risk serving power by disregarding the 
possibilities of resistance that are always present. Resistance is not a 
single reactive practice but encompasses a ‘multitude of creative 
strategies’ (Lilja, 2018, p. 425). In contrast to the demarcation line 
between emancipatory resistance and resistance that reproduces and is 
co-opted by power (Hoy, 2004, p. 2), the empirical analysis in this 
dissertation as a whole shows that resistance practices can involve both 
resistance and reproduction at the same time, in relation to different 
aspects of power. Thus, to instead conclude that oppositional practices 
can involve resistance in some aspects but not others, as Sørensen and 
I do in Article IV, can offer fruitful insights without risking to neglect 
the challenges to power that are nevertheless offered.  
 
This discussion was also touched upon above when explaining why I do 
not include successfulness in the definition of constructive resistance 
(chapter 4). The dynamics of resistance and power involve an 
unpredictability that is important to acknowledge, linked to the 
inevitable contingency in the way the social reality is being enacted. 
Paul Newman explains this in the following passage: 
 

While it is true that certain demands and strategies do little to alter an 
existing arrangement of power relations – indeed many simply reinforce it 
– others have the potential to open up points of rupture and tension, which 
can lead to a destabilisation or radical transformation of the system of 
power. There is always this moment of unpredictability in struggles of 
resistance. No assemblage of power is entirely homogeneous, consistent or 
coherent; it is composed of often antagonistic relations and forces which 
can be brought to the surface, intensified and, indeed, mobilised in radical 
ways against the hegemonic system of power that they at the same time are 
a part of. (Newman, 2010, p. 269) 

 
Thus, resistance has the potential to contribute by identifying tensions 
in the field of power relations that may perhaps not lead to thorough 
changes but might pave the way for the success of other resistance 
practices. The effects of combined chains of disruptions are, however, 
difficult to predict. Although there are some examples of research that 
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tentatively explores how different resistance practices relate to each 
other (Scott, 1990; Bayat, 2000; Lilja et al., 2017), we still have too little 
knowledge about these complexities to be able to form a priori 
statements on the transformative effects of specific resistance practices 
in relation to others. While investigations like the one offered by Erica 
Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan (2011) can give some indication, for 
example, of the benefits of nonviolent approaches over violent ones for 
social movements, there is a need to handle the unpredictability of 
resistance’s successfulness. The ability of capitalism to transform itself 
in line with its co-optation of critique, further highlights the difficulties 
of predicting social change in relation to this dominant form of power 
(Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007). 
 
Furthermore, social change practices such as those enacted by co-ops 
are historically specific (see e.g. Tilly, 1984, p. 76). Power, resistance 
and agency are situated in time and space, meaning that resistance that 
is successful at some point might not necessarily have the same result 
when repeated. It is therefore somewhat problematic to set up grand 
theories and criteria for ‘best practice’ when it comes to resistance. 
Similarly, the feminist scholar Rosi Braidotti argues that despite 
critique in the present and creativity in the future (through 
constructive resistance, for example), there is no knowing how the 
future will turn out in the wake of such opposition: 
 

[…] nobody knows where history is going. There is no such thing as ‘a 
history going’. There are multiple fluxes and practices at both the micro and 
the macro level, going all over the place. Capitalism is schizophrenia, 
remember. It’s not the Highway of Hegelian history moving on through the 
Winter Palace to the Heavens of the World Revolution. I don’t believe in 
that. That’s what’s so fundamentally wrong, not so much with the Occupy 
Movements and the multiple insurrections that are happening, but with 
any attempt to create an over-arching theory of political revolution on the 
back of an absolute multiplicity, of very complex forms of interaction, of 
political action. […] I hope that there are complex and multi-layered forms 
of resistance and re-evaluations of alterity happening globally. Why should 
all of that make one revolution? (Posman, 2013, p. 4) 

 
Here, Braidotti highlights the complexity, multiplicity and even 
messiness that are found to concern both resistance and power. 
Overall, these arguments for the unpredictability of social change 
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together with the inevitable potential of resistance make it difficult to 
uphold an approach that involves judging the prospects of resistance at 
the outset. As long as the resistance practice has the potential to 
undermine power, the enacting of such a practice encompasses a little 
bit of social change in itself, which can lead to more thorough 
transformations and/or inspire other forms of resistance (Lilja et al., 
2017). As seen in the articles of this dissertation, the Swedish worker 
co-ops’ ongoing repetition of constructive resistance practices may 
strengthen their case by being enacted as institutionalized patterns of 
opposition (Pahnke, 2015), rather than encompassing only single acts 
of resistance. Such repetitions of resistance may in turn expand the 
potential for ripple effects. However, even a single act of resistance can 
gain momentum in unforeseen ways. 
 
A related perspective is offered by Palmås (2011, p. 54), who departs 
from the classical sociologist Gabriel Tarde in discussing the potential 
of social change through entrepreneurship. Palmås argues that the 
initiation of a construction (for example a worker co-op), and 
discourses about that construction (for example that a worker co-op is 
viable as an alternative business construction, as discussed in Article 
II), can be understood as contagions that have the potential to spread 
and be imitated by others. Since social structures do not comprise 
anything more than practices, such as reiterations of contagions, social 
change occurs at the very moment the contagion or innovation is 
created, rather than when the contagion has been spread enough to 
change the structure. This means that worker co-ops can be seen as 
encompassing social change already in their present enactment of an 
alternative form of organizing. 
 
Primarily based on the arguments discussed here, I have thus applied 
the concept of critical resistance in Article I, but mobilized the concept 
of constructive resistance in Articles II, III and IV. By doing so, this 
dissertation is more firmly associated with a so-called ‘sociology for 
optimists’ (Holmes, 2016). Compared to critical resistance, I view 
constructive resistance as a more hopeful concept. The latter takes into 
consideration the idea that even if it involves resistance in some aspects 
but not others, and even if it is small-scale for the five Swedish worker 
co-ops and the consequences difficult to foresee, such ‘points of 
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resistance’ (Foucault, 1990, p. 96) can make wider social change 
possible. As Foucault himself expressed concerning his own optimism:  
 

My optimism would consist in saying, “So many things can be changed, 
being as fragile as they are, tied more to contingencies than to necessities, 
more to what is arbitrary than to what is rationally established, more to 
complex but transitory historical contingencies than to inevitable 
anthropological constants”. (Foucault, 2000, p. 458) 

 
The present dissertation aligns with this optimism in relation to the 
potential for social change. In the epilogue of this dissertation, I 
continue the discussion in this section by exploring some possible 
implications for the future. Speficially, the epilogue concerns how this 
study relates to other literature on the potential for resisting capitalism 
and how worker cooperation can lead to a different society. First, 
however, a brief summary of this chapter, before the overall 
conclusions of the dissertation are presented in the next chapter. 
 

Summary 
This chapter has contained meta-analytical discussions on the four 
articles of this dissertation on the themes of freedom, agency and social 
change. Firstly, the discussion concerned how notions of freedom are 
implied in the co-operators’ articulations of their organizing and 
related constructive resistance to capitalism, specifically freedom to act 
according to one’s ideals unconstrained by the power of capitalism and 
freedom from being governed and controlled by someone else within 
work organizations. I then contextualized and related these notions to 
Marxist analysis on alienation, Gorz’s model of emancipation from 
alienation, and anarchist self-government and classical liberalism, 
highlighting how the worker co-ops’ arguments for freedom to self-
govern are not new but have historical resonance with these thought 
traditions.  
 
Following this contextualization, the chapter continued with a 
deepened theoretical discussion on the notion of agency and the 
potential to act for social change based on the Foucauldian perspective 
employed in this dissertation, further developed by Butler, which views 
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power as producing both subjects and agency. Critics of this 
perspective argue that the decentralization of the subject and the ever-
present circulation of power and resistance make ethical and 
emancipatory action impossible. In relations to some of those critics, I 
defended the Foucauldian approach by discussing how there are always 
possibilities for resistance and acting differently, although such 
practices are necessarily related to the ways in which power is presently 
circulating. The worker co-ops’ resistance as a call for freedom to self-
govern can thus be understood as the ‘will not to be relatively governed’ 
(Foucault, 2007, p. 76) in relation to present circulations of power.  
 
Finally, the chapter ended with a section on the concept of critical 
resistance employed in Article I, explicating the concept’s benefits of 
stressing the risk that resistance serves power by presupposing and 
reproducing contextual constraints. I also discussed the concept’s 
limitations, including the risk of labelling resistance efforts as not 
critical enough, and explained why the more hopeful concept of 
constructive resistance was employed in the analysis of the Swedish 
worker co-ops. The conclusions of the dissertation as a whole are 
summarized in the next chapter. 
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6 Conclusions and contributions 

The purpose of this dissertation has been to explore how worker 
cooperatives, primarily in Sweden, are constructed and organized by 
co-operators in ways that can resist capitalism, while at the same time 
having to relate to capitalism as the context in which they operate. To 
fulfil this purpose, the following questions were posed: 
 

1) How do co-operators’ presentations of worker cooperatives 
relate to and resist aspects of capitalism?  

 
2) How do Swedish worker cooperatives organize themselves as 

resistance to aspects of capitalism, and what possibilities and 
difficulties do they face in that organizing? 

 
In this concluding chapter, the answers to each research question are 
summarized in turn. To recap, the conclusions have been reached 
through analysis of material generated from three empirical cases: 
 

1) Five small Swedish worker co-ops acting in different business 
branches – transportation, drama, environment, heritage and 
art – in competition with private businesses in capitalist market 
economic contexts, analyzed in Articles II, III and IV.  

 
2) An international marketing campaign intended to promote co-

ops by the International Co-operative Alliance (ICA), analyzed in 
Article I. 

 
3) Timebanks, network-based exchange services, which parallel the 

analysis of the Swedish worker co-ops in Article IV. 
 
Chapter 3 on methodology includes in-depth discussions on these 
empirical cases. The conclusions in the present chapter are based on 
the four articles of the dissertation and the theoretical and analytical 
discussions in chapters 4 and 5 above. The next section presents the 
answers to the first research question. 
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Worker co-ops constructed in relation to capitalism 
The first research question – how co-operators’ presentations of 
worker co-ops relate to and resist aspects of capitalism – puts into 
focus the construction of worker co-ops as a certain form of economic 
organization. One main conclusion, based on the exploration of the 
Swedish worker co-ops and the international marketing campaign, is 
that worker co-ops are constructed as resistance against capitalism. 
This includes resistance against capitalism’s emphasis on profit 
accumulation, wage-labor, competition and commodification (Marx, 
1867; Weber, 1968; Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007; Paulsen, 2010; 
Aspers, 2011; Chamberlain, 2013), and, with neoliberalism, discourses 
of free economic markets, entrepreneurship, rationality and self-
interest (Harvey, 2005; Hamann, 2009; Brown, 2015; Springer, 2016; 
Kotsko, 2018). Capitalist enterprises are seen by the co-operators t0 
favor organizing for economic profit at the expense of social values, 
while worker co-ops flip this coin by instead emphasizing social ideals 
over economic gain. This characteristic of worker co-ops is depicted as 
better for the wellbeing of individuals and societies than capitalist 
organizing. Thus, worker co-ops are presented as organizations for 
social change that contribute positively to society, as a way to create a 
different economy that challenges capitalism. Thereby, worker co-ops 
are depicted as constituting a better rather than second choice to the 
norm of employment by for-profit businesses (see Raffaelli, 2016). 
 
However, this dissertation also shows that worker co-ops risk being 
articulated in ways that reiterate capitalist discourse. Returning to this 
point below, I first discuss two main aspects of the constructed 
superiority and resistance of worker co-ops. Both these aspects are 
associated with the emphasis on social ideals over economic profit and 
efficiency, namely the worker co-ops’ enabling of freedom, and their 
related emphasis on friendship and affect.30  
 
The construction of worker co-ops as organizations that enable 
freedom comprises one crucial way in which worker co-ops are 

 
30 Affect here refers to feelings in line with Sara Ahmed’s (2004, 2014) theorizing, employed 
in Article I. Feelings are in this perspective understood as discursive and social affect that 
circulates between subjects and in relation to signs, rather than belonging to individuals, 
which shapes the social bonds of collectives and forms boundaries that exclude others.  
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depicted as better than capitalist organizing. As seen in the analytical 
and theoretical discussion above, freedom is articulated as being at the 
core of cooperative self-government. On the one hand, worker co-ops 
are depicted as organizations that enable members’ freedom to act 
otherwise than according to the dominant norms augmented by power, 
in this case as freedom to act according to social, cooperative values 
rather than economic, capitalist ideals. This includes, for example, how 
to conduct economic business, how to relate to others within work 
organizations (Article III) and how to value time (Article IV). On the 
other hand, worker co-ops are constructed as enabling freedom from 
being hierarchically controlled and governed within a work 
organization, which is articulated as part of the resistance against other 
forms of businesses associated with such dominance-based social 
orders. Equality, authentic relationships and democratic, consensus-
oriented decision-making are articulated as important values for the 
members (Article III), including the possibility to organize their own 
time without being controlled by someone else (Article IV). Parallels 
can be drawn between the worker co-ops’ association of freedom with 
the work organizations and the form of collective self-government 
emphasized within anarchist theory, particularly anarcho-syndicalism, 
and even found in classical liberalism (Chomsky, 2013; Ellerman and 
Gonza, 2019). This dissertation shows that such historically rooted 
articulations of freedom are also included in present constructions of 
worker co-ops. 
 
The depicted freedom is closely related to the other main issue of how 
worker co-ops are constructed as better than and as resistance against 
capitalist enterprises, namely the worker co-ops’ emphasis on 
friendship and affect. As seen in Article I, worker co-ops are 
constructed as a loving ‘we’ in the international campaign by the ICA, 
which encompasses affectionate bonds both between the collective of 
co-operators and in relation to co-ops as organizations. Similarly, 
Article III shows how the Swedish co-operators construct worker co-
ops as organizations built on work relations characterized by equality 
and authentic friendships. Worker co-ops are in these cases 
constructed as better than capitalist businesses due to the emphasis on 
friendly relationships and affectionate bonds. Capitalist organizing is 
in contrast depicted as hierarchically governed, depersonalized and 
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efficacy-oriented, geared towards profit, with workers ultimately acting 
as mere cogs in a wheel. Compared to previous research showing that 
worker co-ops can be viewed as a way for members to pursue their 
individual goals over collective ones (Puusa, Hokkila and Varis, 2016), 
this dissertation shows that communality is emphasized as a main 
advantage of cooperative organizing compared to non-cooperative 
organizations, with the social bond between members being an end in 
itself.  
 
In line with previous research, then, this dissertation also shows how 
the cooperative model both imbues members with the responsibility 
for making the community work, but also emphasizes freedom, such as 
freedom to work in their own way (Puusa, Hokkila and Varis, 2016, p. 
28). The present study contributes to that research by elucidating some 
apparent contradictions in the duality that both freedom, and 
friendship and affect, are central in co-operators’ presentations of 
worker co-ops as resistance to capitalism. Friendship risks restraining 
individual members’ actions within work organizations through 
friendship compliance, a concept coined in Article III to explain how 
the co-operators sometimes compromise their own views and carry out 
self-sacrificing actions in favor of the co-op and the relationships with 
other members. Friendship compliance shares some similarities with 
capitalist exploitation, although here instilled by the workers’ collective 
rather than capital owners or managers. At the same time, friendship 
and affect are articulated as key in the co-ops’ economic and political 
self-government, whereby social bonds also enable the articulated 
freedom to organize differently to capitalism.  
 
One explanation for why these constructions can simultaneously be 
part of co-operators’ constructions of worker co-ops in relation to 
capitalism concerns another conclusion of this dissertation, namely, 
that the way in which undesired forms of power are depicted has a 
bearing on constructions of resistance. As discussed in Articles I and 
III, previous research has identified the incorporation of emotional 
logics into legitimations of capitalism (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007; 
Illouz, 2007; Reber, 2012). Thus, the worker co-ops’ constructions of 
themselves as superior precisely due to their social ideals can risk co-
optation by power insofar as the latter embraces similar ideals in its 
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self-legitimating discourse. A related process is visible in how the 
Swedish co-operators present worker co-ops as enabling flexible 
working conditions in resistance to capitalism, while many business 
branches in Sweden have come to embrace boundaryless flexibility 
similar to the co-ops’ practices (Allvin et al., 2011). This dissertation 
thereby shows that worker co-ops can be constructed as resistance 
against capitalist enterprises while simultaneously emphasizing 
similar ideals to capitalist discourse. This contrasts with previous 
research showing that worker co-ops are constructed as more 
entrepreneurial and businesslike in cases when profit-making 
organizations are depicted as democratic and inclusionary (Karalak, 
2006). The emphasis on similar ideals highlights the importance of 
exploring resistance in relation to its context, specifically how 
articulations and practices of resistance relate to how power presently 
circulates.  
 
Further, concerning the first research question on how co-operators’ 
presentations of worker co-ops relate to and resist aspects of 
capitalism, the present research also shows different ways in which the 
capitalist market economic context has a bearing on how worker co-
ops are constructed in relation to aspects of capitalism. For example, 
arguments for profit in line with capitalist discourse are sometimes put 
forward in presentations of worker co-ops. In the international 
campaign analyzed in Article I, worker co-ops are depicted as 
businesses that are economically beneficial for members through more 
profit distribution to the workers compared to private enterprises. This 
exemplifies how logics inherent in the capitalist market economic 
context in which worker co-ops act may be encompassed in the 
construction of co-ops, even though resistance against that same 
context is also put forward. Members of the Swedish worker co-ops 
articulate how they sometimes present the worker co-ops as similar to 
conventional capitalist enterprises, for example in order to win 
customers, as analyzed in Article II. The co-operators’ explanation for 
doing so is that worker co-ops are an alternative organizational form 
potentially viewed by other businesses as odd and unreliable, an image 
that the co-ops wish to discourage. Thereby, in addition to previous 
research showing how large co-ops may communicate in ways that 
depict them as similar to conventional business in order not to be 
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viewed negatively (Heras-Saizarbitoria and Basterretxea, 2016), this 
dissertation shows that such constructions are also present in small, 
ideologically driven Swedish worker co-ops. This shows that the 
cooperative form itself is not always factored into co-operators’ 
presentations of worker co-ops, but the choice to do so is influenced by 
context.  
 
However, a continuous emphasis on worker co-ops as an alternative 
rather than mainstream organizational form might also reproduce the 
perspective that capitalist-oriented organizing is the norm. To 
discursively construct a close connection between cooperation and 
mainstream economics, as Whyman (2012) does, can be understood as 
resistance that does not presuppose worker co-ops’ marginalization 
and existing power relations (Hoy, 2004). Representing co-ops as less 
marginal does not exclude the possibility of critical comparison with 
other forms of businesses through the emphasis on social ideals rather 
than economic values (Puusa, Mönkkönen and Varis, 2013), as is done 
by worker co-ops in this study even in cases when capitalist discourse 
may have come to embrace similar ideals.  
 
It is difficult to estimate, based on the present study, the extent to 
which the embrace of similar ideals to capitalist discourse involves the 
risk that the construction of worker co-ops serves rather than resists 
power. If constructions of resistance push power to adapt and embrace 
the values put forward by resistance, this might suggest successful 
resistance. On the other hand, such a development could risk 
strengthening power insofar as co-optation of critique can make 
dominant discourses more self-legitimizing and difficult to challenge 
(Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007). For example, Joanna Allan (2019) 
shows how governments in Western Sahara and Equatorial Guinea 
counter Western critique by themselves employing discourses of 
gender equality as a form of ‘genderwashing’, without actually enabling 
gender equality in practice. Similarly, a member of the Transportation 
Co-op in the present study talked about the risk that customers might 
employ the co-op’s services as a form of ‘greenwashing’ for their own 
company. Such discursive changes can materialize into different 
circulations of power, but can also hide its continuing normalization 
(see e.g. Foucault, 1990; Hoy, 2004). The relation between resistance 
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and power can be imagined as a struggle in which two forces carry out 
similar moves opposite to and together with each other, with one party 
sometimes a step ahead and vice versa, but the struggle inevitably 
endures through changing rhythms and directions. Investigating this 
dynamic in detail would necessitate a deeper contextual and empirical 
analysis than is possible in the present research. Some insights are 
nevertheless found concerning these dynamics. In order to avoid the 
risk of ‘greenwashing’ capitalist enterprises, for example, the above-
mentioned co-op member asserted the importance of only cooperating 
with customers that share the co-op’s ideals. This latter notion relates 
to the present conceptualization of worker co-ops as practicing 
constructive resistance against capitalism, which is further discussed 
in the next section on the conclusions related to the second research 
question. 
 

Possibilities and difficulties in organizing resistance to capitalism  
The second research question concerns how Swedish worker co-ops 
organize themselves as resistance to aspects of capitalism, and the 
possibilities and difficulties they face in that organizing. In this section, 
I explicate the concluding answers to this question by first focusing on 
the possibilities and then incorporating more of the difficulties. These 
answers form one of the central conclusions of this dissertation, 
namely that the five Swedish worker co-ops organize themselves as 
constructive resistance to different undesired forms of power 
associated with capitalism, offering one crucial way for them to resist 
capitalist-oriented organizing. The opposition is thus not only present 
in how co-operators present worker co-ops, as seen above, but also in 
the everyday organizing of the Swedish worker co-ops. This 
dissertation thereby adds to previous research by showing how 
Swedish worker co-ops employ a political position in relation to 
capitalism and cooperative values and principles, rather than a 
pragmatist or reformist one (Jaumier, Daudigeos and Joannidès de 
Lautour, 2017). 
 
The Swedish worker co-ops practice a form of oppositional everyday 
organizing according to values other than capitalist ones, here 
understood as constructive resistance (Koefoed, 2018; Lilja, 2021; 
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Sørensen, 2016; Sørensen and Vinthagen, 2012; Vinthagen, 2005). 
Overall, this dissertation highlights that constructive resistance is a 
useful concept to understand worker co-ops’ practices of enacting the 
reality they wish to see in the here and now which may also contribute 
to social change. This means that the worker co-ops articulate 
opposition against different undesired forms of power, and do this by 
creating an alternative way of organizing according to other ideals. The 
dominant, undesired ways of organizing work and economic 
businesses associated with capitalism are depicted by the co-operators 
as oriented towards profit and economic growth and characterized by 
depersonalized efficiency and hierarchically ordered and controlled 
work relations. These features of capitalism are understood as leaving 
little room for other important values emphasized and enacted by the 
worker co-ops such as individual agency, self-government, democracy, 
equality, friendship and environmental and social sustainability. 
Thereby, this dissertation’s conceptualization of worker co-ops as 
constructive resistance adds to previous perspectives on worker co-ops 
that are not as grounded in theoretical perspectives on resistance and 
power, such as oppositional entrepreneurship (Birchall, 2012; Cheney 
et al., 2014), critical performativity (Paranque and Willmott, 2014) and 
institutionalized opposition (Pahnke, 2015).  
 
Moreover, the theoretical discussions and analytical application of 
constructive resistance in this dissertation contribute to scientific 
understandings and developments of the concept (see chapter 4 for in-
depth discussions). The present conceptualization adds to previous 
literature in resistance studies by proposing that constructive 
resistance does not necessarily have to be enacted from a subaltern 
position, and that the reality enacted by constructive resistance does 
not necessarily have to be perceived as impossible (see e.g. Baaz et al. 
2016; Koefoed, 2018; Lilja and Vinthagen, 2007). This 
conceptualization includes the idea that resistance is defined according 
to an act’s potential to undermine power, rather than the positionality 
of the subject carrying out the act. To distinguish resistance from power 
analytically thereby requires a contextual analysis in which resistance 
is identified as acts that emphasize values and/or ways of acting that 
are alternative in relation to a present circulation of power and have 
the potential to undermine that power (Hansson and Hellberg, 2020; 
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Vinthagen and Johansson, 2013). Constructive resistance practices 
should thus be understood in relation to their embeddedness in societal 
contexts, as the detailed empirical analysis in this dissertation shows. 
Further, this thesis highlights that resistance is not a case of either or, 
meaning that resistance practices do not necessarily challenge power 
purely and entirely, without also reproducing power to some extent. 
Rather, resistance encompasses practices that can offer resistance in 
some aspects and reproduce power in others. In contrast to the notion 
of critical resistance, which draws a demarcation line between 
emancipatory resistance to domination and ‘resistance that has been 
co-opted by the oppressive forces’ (Hoy, 2004, p. 2), the present 
analysis shows that resistance practices can involve both dimensions at 
the same time, in different respects and in relation to different forms 
of power. With this conceptualization and analysis of constructive 
resistance, I do not argue that the complexities of resistance, 
subordination and emancipation in relation to power are solved once 
and for all. The dissertation contributes to theoretical discussions and 
developments in the emerging field of resistance studies by offering a 
possible route to understanding constructive resistance, here employed 
in empirical research on worker co-ops and timebanks, which hopefully 
will spur further critical conversations, conceptualizations and 
empirical investigations.  
 
While the reality enacted through constructive resistance must not be 
perceived as impossible, as argued in the present conceptualization, the 
empirical analysis in this dissertation underlines the fact that 
constructive resistance is not always an easy route to social change, due 
to contextual circumstances. Compared to timebanks, an alternative 
form of organization that is difficult in Sweden due to legal regulations 
mainly regarding taxation (Article IV), the capitalist market economy 
allows for the legal organizational form of worker co-ops. Worker co-
ops’ resistance is however not inevitably implied in the organizational 
form as such, but depends on individual co-ops’ own practices of 
oppositional organizing. This dissertation shows that Swedish worker 
co-ops use the opportunity to practice worker co-ops as constructive 
resistance both as an aim in itself and a means to strive for more 
general social change beyond their organizational borders. In other 
words, the co-ops’ organizing is a way for the members to create for 
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themselves the work organization and work life they desire, but also to 
more widely resist capitalism, as a better organizational alternative, a 
remedy to capitalism, that they feel should become more common. The 
worker co-ops’ practices of constructive resistance against aspects of 
capitalism are analyzed in this dissertation along three main themes: 
knowledge-making (Article II), work relations as friendships (Article 
III), and time (Article IV). 
 
Concerning the theme of knowledge-making, constructive resistance 
is enacted in how the co-ops organize themselves by ‘living their ideals’, 
enabling the organizations to contribute to knowledge-making by 
showing that their anti-capitalist way of organizing work and economic 
business is possible in the here and now. As one member of the Drama 
Co-op stated, they ‘slip the norm critique in’ wherever they go (Article 
II), meaning that they let their values and ideals infuse all of their 
practices within the worker co-ops and in relation to context. This 
exemplification of the viability of their alternative organizing can be 
understood as a form of slow-motion resistance that over time 
constructs new truths (Lilja, 2018), which may inspire others to act 
similarly and contribute to wider social change.  
 
Regarding the organizing of time as constructive resistance, the legal 
organizational form of economic association employed by the Swedish 
worker co-ops includes equal ownership among all members, 
comprising a basic move away from a capitalist ownership structure. 
Further, the worker co-ops resist the capitalist notion of profit as a 
primary value in their everyday organizing of work time. This is visible 
in how the worker co-ops engage in practices that may not be 
economically efficient and sometimes even generate economic loss 
rather than profit, but are viewed by the co-operators as contributing 
positively to social change, both for individuals and society. For 
example, the worker co-ops value time for reflecting and working 
together (Article III), choose only customers that share the co-ops’ 
ideals (Article II), and sometimes engage in non-profitable projects 
because they are seen as good for society (Article IV). Thus, the co-ops’ 
organizing of time and money involves constructive resistance to 
capitalism both through how they organize their work time, and the 
work content and projects in which they choose to engage. 
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Worker co-ops’ organizing of work relations as resistance to capitalism 
encompasses both their legal organizational form and more internal, 
informal practices. The management of co-ops through representative 
democracy or consensus-oriented participatory democracy is enacted 
as opposition to hierarchical and depersonalized government and 
control, which the co-operators associate with capitalist organizations. 
Another part of this resistance is the worker co-ops’ particular 
emphasis on equality and authentic friendly relationships. As 
discussed in Article III, the friendships emphasized in the Swedish 
worker co-ops are not only associated with authenticity and non-
instrumentality, but also intertwined with and understood as a means 
for carrying out their economic and political organizing. The worker co-
ops’ conception of friendship thereby differs from the capitalist 
distinction that renders friendship as something private and non-
instrumental, separated from economic and political action (Silver, 
1990). Friendship is articulated, for example, as a reason to 
compromise in decision-making within the co-ops, which is thought to 
make the cooperative organizing run more smoothly. The concept of 
friendship compliance is formulated in Article III to explain how the 
emphasis on friendships in the worker co-ops imbues members’ acts of 
sacrifice in favor of each other and the co-op. These ‘sacrifices’ are 
legitimized by the co-operators through their emphasis on friendship 
and other social and political values practiced in opposition to 
capitalism. This friendship compliance nevertheless highlights the risk 
that practices of resistance may simultaneously embrace similar ideals 
to power, which points towards one particular difficulty in resisting 
capitalism through the co-ops’ organizing. The Swedish worker co-ops’ 
constructive resistance is not inviolably enacted, as discussed further 
in the following section.  
 

Conformity, compromise, co-optation – and resistance 
The answers to the second research question, on how Swedish worker 
co-ops organize themselves as resistance to aspects of capitalism, and 
the possibilities and difficulties they face in that organizing, point to a 
close connection between such possibilities and difficulties. This 
dissertation shows that worker co-ops practice constructive resistance 
to capitalism as a kind of balancing act between, on the one hand, the 
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possibilities of organizing differently and challenging aspects of 
capitalist-oriented organizing, and, on the other hand, the challenges 
of having to conform to certain contextual circumstances imbued by 
power in order to survive as economic businesses in this context. This 
latter notion is the main difficulty faced by the Swedish worker co-ops 
in their organizing as resistance to capitalism. The dual nature of 
worker co-ops is thus indicated; they are economic businesses that 
must be profitable in order to survive, but this might risk undermining 
their cooperative values (Puusa, Mönkkönen and Varis, 2013). Further, 
this highlights the idea that the cooperative alternative in some 
respects is articulated as an uphill battle, which aligns with previous 
research that has identified worker co-ops’ contextual marginalization 
as disadvantageous in terms of the risk of degeneration (Bretos, Errasti 
and Marcuello, 2019a; Cornforth, 1995; Diamantopoulos, 2012; Major, 
1996; Webb, 1930) and reproduction of hierarchical capitalist ideals 
(Doucouliagos, 1990; Paranque and Willmott, 2014; Schoening, 2005; 
Varman and Chakrabarti, 2004).  
 
Contributing to this knowledge on contextual difficulties faced by 
cooperative organizations, the present dissertation’s conceptualization 
of worker co-ops as constructive resistance to capitalism connects this 
research with wider sociological problematizations on social change, 
power and resistance. Specifically, the dissertation shows how the 
context in which worker co-ops operate can involve difficulties in their 
organizing of resistance in terms of knowledge-making and organizing 
of time. The abstract and standardized clock time of the dominant 
capitalist temporality (Adam, 1998) is reproduced by the Swedish 
worker co-ops, a largely normalized organizing principle that is often 
expected by the co-ops’ customers, while the commodification of time 
is challenged (Article IV). Complementing the analysis of worker co-
ops, Article IV points to similar patterns in the organizing of 
timebanks, indicating that other forms of marginalized organizing for 
social change face similar dynamics of power and resistance. Risks in 
conforming to context are thereby not just characteristic of worker co-
ops vis-à-vis capitalism. Further, as Article II shows, capitalist contexts 
influence Swedish worker co-ops in their knowledge-making, visible in 
their refrainment from presenting themselves as co-ops in marketing 
materials and instead attempting to seem more like conventional 
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private enterprises. In applying a Foucauldian perspective on 
resistance in relation to a dominant nexus of power/knowledge, Article 
II conceptualizes worker co-ops’ organizing as a way to contribute with 
subjugated knowledge production through constructive resistance, 
which could possibly be transferred to other empirical cases of 
alternative organizing in contexts in which legitimate forms of 
knowledge present other ways of organizing. 
 
The dissertation further touches upon how conformity to context 
relates to mainstreaming, which Sørensen and I discuss in Article IV. 
This specifically concerns the dilemma between, on the one hand, 
emphasizing radicalism and sticking to the organizational principles, 
which might mean slower growth but also maintained radicality, and, 
on the other hand, mainstreaming as a viable alternative among many 
in the present system, which might lessen the transformative character 
but could offer faster growth. However, avoiding mainstreaming and 
instead developing radically different functional alternatives, ready to 
be embraced when the opportunity presents itself (Törnberg, 2018), 
can be problematic for worker co-ops because they are still economic 
businesses that need income in order to survive. If they were not 
economically dependent on the market economic context, it would be 
easier. For example, public funding and similar external support could 
lessen the worker co-ops’ need to conform in order to earn income from 
customers.  
 
However, conformity to context is not always problematic in regard to 
co-ops’ resistance. It is also an important part of the Swedish worker 
co-ops’ self-presentation as a viable alternative to dominant ways of 
doing business. Work can still be produced and businesses can 
continue to operate, even if organized as worker co-ops. The alternative 
organizing is possible in the here and now, in the present system. Thus, 
the present analysis shows that worker co-ops may be organized as 
such despite the difficulties they face in being accepted as an equally 
legitimate form of business to conventional enterprises (Article II), and 
despite the possible personal sacrifices involved in being a member of 
a co-op rather than an employee in a private enterprise (Article III). 
This adds to previous research on how social structures, while 
comprising difficulties for the meaning-making of a worker co-op, at 
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the same time can serve as a basis for generating new oppositional 
cultural forms (Evans, 2007). The context of the Argentinian worker-
occupied Bauen hotel in Evans’ study are, however, characterized by 
tension and conflict to a higher degree than the five Swedish co-ops in 
this dissertation, as the very legality of the Bauen occupation is 
somewhat contested. While Swedish worker co-ops are marginalized in 
the context in which they operate, there seems to be no particularly 
active political opposition to these alternatives, even though they might 
sometimes invoke negative associations (Article II). 
 
Further, unlike the degeneration thesis, which suggests that co-ops 
may eventually become similar to more conventional capitalist private 
enterprises with increasing time and size (Cornforth, 1995; Webb, 
1930), this dissertation shows that even though the worker co-ops 
compromise their ideals to some extent in order to survive in the 
capitalist market economic context, they firmly incorporate 
cooperative values and ideals in their everyday organizing. This 
dissertation shows that both newly started worker co-ops and co-ops 
with a longer history, active for 3–30 years, organize themselves as 
constructive resistance to capitalism in similar ways. One way in which 
the co-ops relate to the potential risk of degeneration is by staying 
relatively small, with the Heritage Co-op, for example, being limited to 
14 members, in order to be able to practice functioning consensus-
oriented direct democracy. This aligns with previous research that has 
identified internal democratic processes as key in avoiding 
degeneration (Langmead, 2016), and as offering grounds for flexibility 
to act according to the ideals of the members, such as enacting 
resistance to capitalism (Cornwell, 2012). Other ways in which Swedish 
worker co-ops practice their radicality in relation to capitalism are by 
including members who associate themselves with the cooperative 
ideals and ways of organizing, accepting a somewhat limited economic 
output and sacrificing some of their own desires for the sake of the co-
op as a whole.  
 
Further, the risks of compromising and conforming to context while 
simultaneously practicing resistance indicate that resistance directed 
against one form of power can reproduce and/or produce other forms 
of power not targeted by the resistance. This relates to the warning 
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given by Hoy (2004, p. 3), namely that resistance might risk 
presupposing present power relations and therefore is only relevant 
when such power is present, which means that the resistance only 
makes sense insofar as power is reproduced as well. This is found in the 
case of the worker co-ops in this study in terms of the neoliberal 
emphasis on entrepreneurship and the idea of freedom to act on open 
markets, building on the notion of the market as a form of problem-
solver. For example, worker co-ops are free to act otherwise on 
economic markets, where their engagement in that context legitimizes 
the centrality of entrepreneurship and even means that such open 
markets are necessary for their present existence. This further 
promotes a perspective that if worker co-ops do not become the new 
norm, it is because they are not economically efficient enough (Elster, 
1989).  
 
However, there are important differences between worker co-ops and 
the neoliberal capitalist notion of entrepreneurship. While the latter 
mainly includes profit and individual gain from investment and does 
not necessarily involve production of value, as exemplified by financial 
capitalism (May, 2012, pp. 49–50), the worker co-ops are clearly 
focused on organizing in ways that contribute through societal 
betterment. Palmås (2011, p. 28) also reminds us that capitalist 
markets build on a separation between economic freedom and political 
freedom, which is made clear in the words of the influential neoliberal 
Milton Friedman: 
 

The kind of economic organization that provides economic freedom 
directly, namely, competitive capitalism, also promotes political freedom 
because it separates economic power from political power and in this way 
enables the one to offset the other. (Friedman, 2002, p. 9) 

 
Organizing worker co-ops as constructive resistance entails making 
entrepreneurship a highly political activity, compared to the chimera 
of the capitalist separation between economics and politics. That this 
is a chimera, just like the absolute agential freedom of the individual 
(Butler, 1993), is highlighted in how the Swedish worker co-ops show 
that their economic practices are part of the network of power 
relations, rather than neutral or objective, with conformity to 



 

 
 
 

166 

capitalism including passive support of capitalism. The difference, 
then, is that the worker co-ops are explicit in their positionality and 
thereby challenge the idea of the non-political free entrepreneur. This 
aligns with Palmås’s acknowledgment that the ‘separation of a 
naturalized “pure” market from “purely” cultural, political strivings 
never succeeds’, but rather, ‘the official “purification” of the market 
runs parallel to the unofficial “mediating” between the economic and 
the political-cultural’ (Palmås, 2011, p. 29, my translation from 
Swedish). This points to how power functions through normalization 
processes. Even in seemingly neutralized contexts, power relations are 
present and imbue certain ways of acting and thinking while excluding 
others. 
 
Another entanglement, similar to the worker co-ops’ organizing as both 
economic and political, is found in how the worker co-ops incorporate 
friendships as part of their economic and political organizing. The co-
operators articulate how friendships are important to accomplish their 
ideal form of economic organizing (Article III), which bridges the 
capitalist separation between private life and work life (Silver, 1990). 
Thus, worker co-ops’ constructive resistance involves explicit 
intertwinement of private, economic and political life, demonstrating 
that no societal sphere can escape the radar of power relations or the 
potential for resistance. This adds to previous research by showing how 
Swedish worker co-ops can be organized as resistance without first 
having to be formed through previous social movements, such as in 
Enlund’s (2020) study on healthcare co-ops in Sweden in the wake of 
social struggles against regional government policy. Cheney et al. stress 
how co-ops ‘have important roles to play in reimaging and 
reconfiguring the economy as a whole as well as bringing to the table 
alternative forms of governance’ (Cheney et al., 2014, p. 592), and the 
present dissertation shows how such reconfiguring is done in practice 
in the organizing of small Swedish worker co-ops. It shows how these 
co-ops practice a form of ‘self-governmental resistance’ similar to the 
agricultural producer co-ops of the Landless Workers’ Movement 
(MST) in Brazil (Pahnke, 2015; Robles, 2019), which has previously 
also been identified as constructive resistance (Sørensen, 2016).  
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The potential of worker co-ops in Sweden to contribute to thorough 
social transformations relates to previous research that has 
emphasized the importance of societal support in strengthening 
cooperative development (Feldman and Nembhard, 2002; Alperovitz, 
2011). An alliance between co-ops and labor movements was suggested 
by Satgar (2007) as a way to challenge capitalism, with a joint demand 
for exception from the implementation of capitalist principles. This 
possibility is not found in the present study. Rather, this dissertation 
highlights how worker co-ops in Sweden are largely left to their own 
devices, apart from the help they can receive from the organization 
Coompanion. The co-operators in this study further identify societal 
actors such as schools, banks and the government as important in 
supporting the organizational form of worker co-ops in Sweden, as 
their marginalization in public discourse, for example, is seen as a 
hindrance in persuading others to acknowledge this alternative (Article 
II). This understanding is also expressed by the organization Svensk 
Kooperation (Mann, 2018, p. 35; Wingborg, 2019). More direct support 
is experienced by some of the co-ops, for example the Transportation 
Co-op that received development support from the municipality for 
their business idea and organizational form. Another possible way to 
strengthen cooperation in Sweden is by co-ops supporting and hiring 
each other in the market economic context, in line with the cooperative 
principle ‘cooperation among co-ops’ (ICA, 2020a). However, as 
discussed in Article II, that route is difficult in Sweden where worker 
co-ops are few. The present situation in Sweden suggests that worker 
co-ops would possibly not survive at all without some adaptation to 
capitalist-oriented ideals in market economic contexts.  
 
In conclusion, this dissertation elucidates some of the complexities 
associated with the classical sociological issue of agency and structure, 
by showing how worker co-ops, on the one hand, are constructed and 
organized by co-operators as resistance against capitalism in the 
struggle for social change, and, on the other hand, conform to and even 
reproduce some aspects of the social structure and power they oppose, 
by being part of and in some ways dependent upon capitalist contexts 
in order to survive. The tensions and balancing acts between resistance 
and reproduction in the worker co-ops’ organizing in relation to 
capitalism elucidate the specific complexities involved when resistance 



 

 
 
 

168 

is practiced in the very context that is being opposed. Similar tensions 
between resistance and reproduction are found in the case of 
timebanks, which indicates the potential for analytical transference 
from the present study to other empirical initiatives of alternative 
organizing in contexts dominated by capitalism and possibly other 
forms of power. In explorations of such dynamics, this dissertation 
demonstrates the importance of considering the relation between the 
depiction of power by resistance and how power is presently circulated 
in the context in which resistance is practiced. This study shows that a 
gap between the depiction and enactment of power risks resistance 
being co-opted by and reproducing power. Nevertheless, resistance 
against some aspects of power is possible while other aspects of power 
are simultaneously reiterated. The potential to organize for social 
change is as inevitable as the continuous presence of power relations. 
 

Limitations and future research 
In this section, I make a few comments on the limitations of the present 
study and raise some questions for future research. The limitations of 
this study comprise possible openings for future research to remedy, in 
addition to the new questions advanced by the research. Inspiration for 
future research can also be found in the next, final chapter of the 
dissertation, which is an epilogue that raises the gaze beyond the 
present study to some possible implications for wider social change. 
When it comes to the conclusions drawn in this dissertation, they are 
based on the relatively limited scope of empirical analysis of five 
Swedish worker co-ops, one international marketing campaign and 
second-hand material on timebanks. I begin the discussion by focusing 
on the Swedish worker co-ops, specifically how their members 
responded to the present analysis when I revisited them in the final 
stage of the research process.  
 
When I met with the five Swedish worker co-ops to present and discuss 
the results, members of all co-ops stated that they recognized 
themselves. The concept of constructive resistance was acknowledged 
by some members as positively reinforcing their own thoughts. The 
Drama Co-op, for example, happily said that they should embroider the 
concept and put it on the wall. Members of the different co-ops 
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responded with recognition particularly to the tensions involved in 
living their ideals and striving for a better society, while also having to 
adapt to contextual circumstances in order to survive. On that subject, 
one member of the Art Co-op, for example, expressed that ‘this is 
certainly something that we would have said’. Members of the 
Environment Co-op noted that they engaged in market competition 
just like other businesses. Other members said they were surprised that 
other worker co-ops organized in ways so similar to themselves despite 
almost no cooperation with or knowledge about the practices of other 
co-ops. The analysis concerning the co-ops’ organizing of work 
relations through friendship and friendship compliance raised some 
questions, with some members suggesting that it might be 
characteristic of small organizations in general and not typical of 
worker co-ops in particular. This may very well be the case. Friendship 
compliance can possibly be transferred analytically to other contexts, if 
applicable, while the association between friendship compliance and 
resistance to capitalism might be more characteristic of organizations 
like worker co-ops that challenge capitalism. Overall, these responses 
imply that the results of this dissertation mainly coincide with the 
Swedish worker co-ops’ own understandings of their organizing.  
 
Importantly, however, the participating worker co-ops’ recognitions of 
the conclusions do not indicate whether the experiences are shared by 
other Swedish worker co-ops outside of this study. Even if worker co-
ops acting on private markets outside of the welfare sector are few in 
Sweden, as discussed in chapter 2, there are still worker co-ops that are 
not part of this study, organized both as economic associations and as 
joint-stock companies. In the research process, I have come across one 
specific indication that other worker co-ops might have presented their 
reality differently. A few interviewees discussed another co-op they 
knew about, depicted as having a different perspective on how to 
organize their co-op. That perspective included the idea that since their 
co-op is such a good enterprise, the bigger it becomes, the better, 
regardless of whether or not the projects in which the co-op engages 
coincide with the co-op’s ideals. This example indicates that other 
worker co-ops can organize themselves differently to the co-ops in this 
study, and may perhaps not correspond with the analysis of organizing 
as constructive resistance against capitalism. I contacted this particular 



 

 
 
 

170 

co-op with an invitation to participate in the study, but after an initial 
positive answer, I received no further response. It is possible that the 
choice to participate in the study is influenced by the co-ops’ interests, 
which may have biased the selection towards more ideologically driven 
co-ops. For this reason, I call for further research on the organizing of 
worker co-ops in Sweden with a particular effort to involve less 
ideologically driven worker co-ops. Carrying out such a selection is of 
course not easy, as indicated by the difficulties I experienced when 
trying to find worker co-ops that fit the criteria and agreed to 
participate. One possible route might be to try to find worker co-ops 
that organize as such but do not present themselves as co-ops on their 
websites. 
 
Furthermore, an extensive ethnographic study with participant 
observation in worker co-ops over a long period of time could have 
generated further insights into the organizing of the co-ops in practice 
and in their own societal context. In the study reported here, the 
conclusions are largely limited to co-operators’ own presentations of 
their organizing in the setting of the research interview (with some 
complementary observation and document collection). Ethnographic 
research could possibly contribute more insights into the 
organizational negotiations between resistance and adaptation to 
contextual demands in co-ops’ everyday practices. It could allow for 
more in-depth analysis of the organizations’ specific enactments of 
aspects such as work relations, temporality, knowledge-making, 
working conditions and so on, which might enable detailed pinpointing 
of how capitalism is resisted but also influential in cooperative 
organizing. Such research might contribute understandings of co-ops’ 
resistance that depart from the conclusions based on the more self-
reported articulations analyzed in this dissertation. 
 
It is also possible that other insights may have been gained if the 
research included more co-ops, for example co-ops located in the 
countryside with fewer competing businesses than in large cities. This 
could involve so-called community co-ops, excluded from this thesis, 
which are geographically based co-ops intended to benefit that same 
community, and often include a combination of businesses, such as a 
local school and a grocery store. Such co-ops might, for example, be 
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able to raise more awareness of themselves as co-ops among the 
general public and other enterprises. Nevertheless, the type of worker 
co-ops included in this study were mostly found in larger cities in 
Sweden. The five worker co-ops in this study also operate in different 
business branches, which indicates that although they are not in a strict 
sense representative of Swedish worker co-ops, it is possible that 
similar experiences would be reflected by other worker co-ops.  
 
If it had been possible to compile a relatively complete list of worker 
co-ops in Sweden, a quantitative survey involving all or a selection of 
those co-ops could have offered insights into the range of perspectives 
and ways of organizing employed by such organizations. Such a study 
could indicate how representative the five worker co-ops in this 
dissertation are, including the part that resistance plays in how 
Swedish worker co-ops in general understand their organizing. 
Perhaps the marginalization itself augments resistance, insofar as it 
might make this way of organizing more challenging and encourage 
members to try to change society to better facilitate their own 
businesses. Answers to these questions cannot be offered by the 
present study. 
 
This dissertation, specifically Article II, also raises questions about how 
worker co-ops are viewed by other actors in Sweden. The survey 
conducted by Svensk Kooperation on the knowledge and perceptions 
of cooperative businesses among the Swedish public gives some 
indication that knowledge is low (Ahlqvist, Grundqvist and Wennö, 
2017). A discourse analysis on how worker co-ops are constructed in 
Swedish public discourse, for example in the news media, might offer 
insights into how co-ops are represented and whether they are depicted 
as an exceptional way of organizing or a viable alternative. Further, the 
Swedish co-operators in this thesis indicate that co-ops are viewed as 
less serious than conventional joint-stock enterprises. Another 
understanding might be offered if private capitalist enterprises were 
asked, which a quantitative survey might shed light on. For example, is 
there more support for cooperation than these co-ops are aware of? If 
that is the case, it might facilitate their everyday work practices of 
spreading knowledge about cooperation. Specifically investigating how 
the notion of worker cooperation is understood in the wider societal 
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context, as well as how worker co-ops’ practices influence that context, 
can offer insights into the potential of co-ops’ resistance to undermine 
power and contribute to social change. This dissertation only touches 
upon these issues by studying worker co-ops themselves. 
 
In addition to the discourse analysis in Article I on the international 
marketing campaign, it would have been interesting to also interview 
actors engaged in the ICA that launched the campaign. What are their 
reflections on how to communicate and spread knowledge about the 
cooperative alternative? In Article I, the campaign discourse is found 
to reproduce capitalist logics in terms of profit distribution and 
economic growth. Perhaps this is not viewed as problematic by actors 
within the ICA, insofar as spreading the cooperative form is more 
important than offering a radical alternative to capitalist organizing. 
Such a study could shed light on how this large international 
organization, with the potential to influence cooperative practices 
around the world, views and approaches the promotion of worker 
cooperation. 
 
This dissertation explores the possibilities of practicing resistance 
through the organizing of worker co-ops acting within the very context 
that is being challenged. One piece of the puzzle that is missing in this 
exploration, however, is the question of who has the opportunity to 
practice constructive resistance through worker cooperation. An 
intersectional perspective could have offered further insights into the 
possibilities and difficulties of worker cooperation for social change. In 
this study, I have given some indication of how class influences worker 
cooperation. Several interviewed co-operators stated that work in the 
co-op requires members to have a personally stable economic situation 
in order to make their engagement possible. In the initial phase of 
starting up the co-op, the members often do not receive any income. 
This means that during the start-up phase members must be able to 
support themselves outside of the co-op, for example through savings 
or extra work. Later, the co-ops in some cases offer a comparatively low 
or uneven salary over the course of the year, as mentioned in Article 
III. Some interviewees said that working in the co-op is possible partly 
due to their part-time jobs outside of the co-op, and/or having a 
partner who earns a monthly salary. This implies that the possibility of 
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resistance through worker cooperation is unevenly distributed 
according to class.  
 
Further, even though gender has not emerged as explicitly as class in 
this study, gender was actualized in some parts of the empirical 
material. For example, one member of the Transportation Co-op was 
critical of the fact that members of their co-op are very similar in 
subject position and background. The co-op consisted mainly of men 
of the same age, which could risk excluding others who did not fit in, or 
making democratic processes within the co-op more exclusionary. 
These risks are also briefly touched upon in Article III. This indicates 
that it would be interesting to conduct in-depth explorations of 
Swedish worker co-ops from an intersectional perspective. However, in 
this study, I did not generate enough empirical material to enable such 
an in-depth analysis, partly due to a wish to not collect more sensitive 
personal data than was directly required for the research purpose. It is 
hoped that future research can shed light on the potentially uneven 
conditions for different subject positions in relation to worker 
cooperation. 
 
In general, then, there is more to know about worker co-ops as 
resistance to capitalism, in Sweden and beyond, than can be learned 
from this dissertation. There are possible additional limitations to this 
research, and further openings for future research, than discussed in 
this section, which the reader is welcome to consider.  
 

Summary 
To briefly summarize this chapter on conclusions and contributions, it 
has presented the answers to the two research questions of this 
dissertation in turn, namely, (1) how co-operators’ presentations of 
worker co-ops relate to and resist aspects of capitalism, and (2) how 
Swedish worker co-ops organize themselves as resistance to aspects of 
capitalism, and what possibilities and difficulties they face in that 
organizing.  
 
In general, this dissertation shows that worker co-ops challenge 
capitalism, associated with economic ideals and hierarchical control, 
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by instead enacting social ideals such as equal work relations through 
friendships, uncommodified work time and freedom to self-govern. 
The worker co-ops’ very existence demonstrates that such organizing is 
viable in the here and now. However, the analysis also shows that co-
ops’ resistance within capitalist market economic contexts involves 
risks of the reproduction of power and the compromise of ideals in 
order to survive. Thereby, this dissertation contributes to knowledge 
on the possibilities and pitfalls of organizing for social change within 
contexts dominated by the very power resistance is directed against.  
 
Following the discussions on concluding answers and contributions, I 
reviewed some limitations of the present study and potential topics for 
future research. The next and final chapter of this dissertation shifts 
perspective to wider outlooks on the potential of worker cooperation to 
achieve future social change. 
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7 Epilogue: implications for a different society 

The possibility to organize worker co-ops within the context of the 
present capitalist market economy can be understood both as a great 
opportunity and a problematic obstruction for co-ops’ politics against 
capitalism, based on the above-discussed conclusions. Cooperative 
organizing offers a way to enact anti-capitalist practices in the here and 
now, to set an example for others to organize similarly and, as a 
consequence, expand the cooperative economy. Wider societal change 
in line with the co-ops’ resistance will only occur if it is reiterated by 
actors and actions beyond their own organizing. Worker cooperation 
can thus be understood as an individualized route to social change (but 
collective within the co-ops), indicating that it is up to people 
themselves to organize otherwise if they are critical of society’s 
dominant norms. Nevertheless, the cooperative practices raise 
questions not only about how to organize work, but also how to 
organize societies at large. 
 
This epilogue moves beyond the analysis in this dissertation to the 
potential for worker cooperation to contribute to a different society 
than the present, characterized by capitalism. In this discussion, I 
engage with previous literature on what a more cooperative society 
beyond capitalism could look like, touching upon potential 
implications, conditions and consequences of a societal expansion of 
worker cooperation. I do not intend to paint the full picture here, but 
speculate on said issues based on a small selection of literature to relate 
the present analysis to wider discussions on capitalism and worker 
cooperation and possibly inspire further reading. The chapter is 
divided into three parts. First, a discussion on Nancy Fraser’s theory on 
the importance of challenging capitalism through redistribution, 
recognition and representation. This is followed by a section on the 
potential of a new economic system in the shape of a so-called 
cooperative, pluralist commonwealth, based on work by Gar 
Alperovitz. Lastly, the gaze is turned to the role of paid work, mainly by 
engaging with the work of James A. Chamberlain. 
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Anti-capitalism: redistribution, recognition and representation  
What potential, then, do co-ops have to bring about a radically different 
society in which capitalism does not dominate? Worker co-ops offer a 
potential site for resistance against capitalism, but as seen above, risk 
reiterating the power that is resisted by being part of the context that is 
targeted. Nancy Fraser (2013) shows how the feminist movement fell 
into the trap of co-optation, which co-ops risk doing as well. When 
second-wave feminism, compared to first-wave feminism’s critique 
against the capitalist welfare state, dropped the demand for economic 
issues of social egalitarianism in favor of cultural issues of identity 
politics and recognition, redistributive politics at a national level were 
neglected. This meant that feminism overlooked the expansion of the 
free market and accelerated finance capitalism, causing a ‘disturbing 
convergence of some of its ideals with the demands of an emerging new 
form of capitalism – post-Fordist, “disorganized”, transnational’ 
(Fraser, 2013, p. 210). The process of transforming state-organized 
capitalism into neoliberal non-regulated capitalism was able to 
continue, while the spirit of capitalism, as discussed by Boltanski and 
Chiapello (2007), could incorporate the critique in its legitimization.  
 
Bearing the above-mentioned risks in mind, Fraser (2013, p. 5) still 
stresses the importance not only for feminism but for social 
movements in general to take action against the ways in which financial 
capitalism invades democracy and social reproduction. She offers a 
suggestion for how to carry out such a future struggle against 
capitalism and neoliberalism, namely by ‘struggling simultaneously on 
three fronts – call them redistribution, recognition, and 
representation’ (Fraser, 2013, p. 5). By doing so, feminism, together 
with other emancipatory forces, would be reinvigorated in ‘its 
structural critique of capitalism’s androcentrism, its systemic analysis 
of male domination, and its gender-sensitive revisions of democracy 
and justice’ (Fraser, 2013, p. 1). Can worker cooperation contribute to 
a struggle against capitalism that takes all three fronts into account? 
Here, I will briefly sketch the potential offered by worker co-ops in each 
dimension. 
 
Redistribution concerns the egalitarian reallocation of economic 
means related to the struggle against economic differences and 
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inequalities (Fraser, 2013). Redistribution is actualized in worker co-
ops if they offer a potential of redistribution within the cooperative 
borders. As mentioned in Article III, it is possible for members to argue 
for a set wage within the co-op that takes socioeconomic backgrounds 
and individual needs into account, and this can be implemented if 
decided upon through democratic decision-making. However, the five 
Swedish worker co-ops in this study generally practice equal wages 
distributed according to working hours (except for the Art Co-op which 
increases wages in accordance with age). Two important limitations of 
the redistributive potential of worker co-ops are that they do not reach 
a national or global level, but only include the members of a particular 
co-op, and only encompass economic income from salaried work, not 
saved capital. Even if co-ops may not issue redistribution through 
political interventions, they emphasize its importance by questioning 
uneven economic distribution based on unequal ownership of capital. 
As such, worker co-ops promote equality as an important ideal to 
include in economic organizing. 
 
In contrast to economic redistribution, recognition concerns cultural 
politics, specifically in social and cultural recognition of people’s 
differences, most salient in different strands of identity politics 
targeting status hierarchies (Fraser, 2013). Through democratic 
management, the co-ops practice recognition of the differences 
between members insofar as each member has the opportunity to have 
their voice heard. The practice of work relations characterized by 
friendship, analyzed in Article III, specifically highlights recognition by 
emphasizing the personal relations between members, allowing them 
to be acknowledged as more than mere cogs in a wheel of production. 
However, the emphasis on inviting new members who ‘fit in’ and the 
phenomenon of friendship compliance risks augmenting exclusivity, 
which restricts the scope of recognition.  
 
The democratic organizing of worker co-ops also relates to 
representation, which concerns the issue of globalization, specifically 
‘to secure democratic legitimacy and to expand and equalize political 
influence in a time when the powers that govern our lives increasingly 
overrun the borders of territorial states’ (Fraser, 2013, p. 5). Just like 
the issue of recognition, the co-ops are enacted at a local level and do 
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not specifically call for particular political interventions to take 
recognition and representation into account. On the other hand, in 
times when political issues transcend national states, the cooperative 
alternative offers a way to increase people’s influence over their 
everyday lives by enacting economic democracy in work organizations, 
locally. This does not make up for macro political influence but 
nonetheless increases democratic influence in some ways. The 
democratic management of worker co-ops, whether through 
representative democracy or more direct participatory democracy, 
promotes representation as an important value in and beyond the 
organizing of work. 
 
In conclusion, redistribution, recognition and representation are 
carried out within the borders of worker co-ops. It can be understood 
as a limited bubble of transformation that does not solve the larger 
societal problems of economic inequality, discrimination and lack of 
political democracy. Still, worker co-ops raise issues of redistribution, 
recognition and representation through their internal practices and 
may serve as a practical example of local economic democracy and 
equality with the potential to inspire others. In the next section, I 
discuss one strand of thought that nevertheless stresses the potential 
of cooperation to create a more full-fledged societal and economic 
system as an alternative to capitalism. 
 

A new economy: a cooperative, pluralist commonwealth 
One risk faced by worker co-ops is that their resistance may become 
limited as a closed bubble of alternative organizing. Marx suggested 
that co-ops face difficulties in making a palpable difference to 
capitalism because they are isolated within capitalist markets: 
 

[H]owever excellent in principle, and however useful in practice, co-
operative labour, if kept within the narrow circle of causal efforts of private 
workmen, will never be able to arrest the growth in geometrical progression 
of monopoly, to free the masses. (Marx, 1864, p. 6) 

 
Instead, Marx called for a nationalized economy through revolution 
among workers as a way to break free from capitalism. Within 
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anarchist thought, however, such nationalized organizing is explicitly 
opposed through the critique against state power. While aligning with 
the Marxist critique of capitalist wage-labor, anarchism also shares the 
worker co-ops’ emphasis on democratic self-government, as discussed 
above in chapter 5. The question arises, then, whether it is possible for 
the self-government associated with the organizational form of worker 
co-ops to expand to a form of politics for organizing the whole of 
society. If so, what might this look like? 
 
The close connection between cooperative organizing and anarchism, 
specifically anarcho-syndicalism, can explain why it is difficult to 
present a detailed picture of how society might look if democratic self-
government were to increase drastically, or even become the main way 
of organizing societies. This form of organizing is based on voluntary 
association, where those who are involved are in control, 
democratically. As the resulting practices inevitably depend on those 
involved, the decisions they might make are difficult to foresee. This 
makes it a speculative task to outline the results in advance. Attempts 
have nevertheless been made to sketch such a potential future. 
 
As mentioned above and in Article II, co-operators’ varying 
positionalities in relation to capitalism actualize different perspectives 
on the envisioned future of co-ops’ organizing for social change. The 
‘School of Modified Capitalism’ accepts capitalism but attempts to 
modify it slightly, for example by distributing profits to the members 
rather than external shareholders. The ‘Co-operative Sector School’ 
allows capitalism to continue, but criticizes its social exploitation and 
lack of democracy. Capitalism should, according to this school, be one 
societal sector in addition to the public sector and the envisioned third 
cooperative sector. The society that would be enacted by the School of 
Modified Capitalism or the Co-operative Sector School is not radically 
different from the present reality (Holmén, 1990; Sentama, 2009). 
There is a risk that worker co-ops’ organizing for social change might 
lead to one of these visions becoming a reality, due to conformity to the 
capitalist market economy. These visions are understood by their 
promotors to be more realistic than the aim to overthrow capitalism 
entirely. 
 



 

 
 
 

180 

However, an additional positionality is offered by the ‘Co-operative 
Commonwealth School’. This school aims to make cooperative 
organizing an all-inclusive system involving all societal spheres, 
thereby replacing capitalism altogether (Holmén, 1990; Sentama, 
2009; Alperovitz, 2017). From this perspective, worker cooperation 
could lead to a new system of collective organizing that goes beyond 
government as well as free market capitalism. Leaving the two more 
pragmatic and reformist possibilities behind, what societal changes 
would such a complete transformation entail?  
 
First of all, it would mean thorough changes in the ownership structure 
of the economy. Gar Alperovitz (2017) describes this potential future as 
the ‘Pluralist Commonwealth’, which includes:  
 

democratic control of wealth at various levels, extending from the 
microeconomic level of the household all the way to the community, 
regional, national, and perhaps one day even the global, macroeconomic 
level. (Alperovitz, 2017, p. 16) 

 
Here, Alperovitz emphasizes economic democracy in work 
organizations, but also more thorough democratization of wealth 
through public ownership of institutions such as banks, schools and 
hospitals. Compared with typical forms of representative state 
democracy, this model shifts the democratic basis to those local 
communities directly affected, for example people in the community in 
which particular hospitals are located. Instead of ‘domination social 
configuration’, the form of exploitative relationships related to for-
profit enterprises that today characterizes many modern Western 
societies, there would be ‘partnership social configuration’ with 
broader public ownership and community wealth-building based on 
cooperation, support and community needs (Eisler, 2007). Today, 
partnership is already part of the ownership structure of some co-ops 
(Paranque and Willmott, 2014). Thus, both community and 
decentralization are core features of the Pluralist Commonwealth, 
together with ‘substantial but not complete forms of democratic 
planning in support of community and of achieving longer term 
economic, democracy-building, and ecological goals’ (Alperovitz, 2017, 
p. 16). What Alperovitz here means by ‘substantial but not complete 
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forms of democratic planning’ is that there will still be some market 
competition, for example between democratically owned firms, or, at 
the beginning, between democratic and non-democratically owned 
firms.  
 
How could such a transformation be achieved in practice? Alperovitz 
(2017) describes the development towards a Pluralist Commonwealth 
through what he calls ‘evolutionary reconstruction’, as a possible 
middle path between reformist and revolutionary traditions to change 
capitalist systems. Evolutionary reconstruction develops through a 
‘systemic institutional transformation of the political economy that 
unfolds over time’ (Alperovitz, 2017, p. 3). The temporal perspective is 
thus crucial in this model, where, just like in other forms of resistance 
that can be slow (Lilja, 2018), it is a step-by-step evolution through 
small changes towards the goal of the commonwealth. The local 
constructive resistance presently enacted by worker co-ops can be part 
of such a development, contributing to slow but eventually thorough 
societal change. The process may be boosted at times and in places 
where the present system is shown to be lacking and public needs are 
not met, as this may spur development of co-ops and other democratic 
organizations (Alperovitz, 2017, p. 8; Feldman and Nembhard, 2002; 
Pahnke, 2015). Even though the progression towards a form of 
commonwealth could be carried out without government regulations, 
political initiatives could improve the likeliness of ‘evolutionary 
reconstruction’.  
 
One way to promote democratically owned businesses, suggested by 
Alperovitz (2017, p. 21), is to include more planned features into 
economic markets. For example, arrangements could be formed 
whereby large-scale actors such as hospitals and educational 
institutions agree to buy their products from community-developing 
worker co-ops, to a certain extent. To strengthen the role of cooperative 
banks, lending money to co-ops might also be a possibility. Another 
more radical possibility could be to prohibit non-democratically owned 
and managed businesses. One could even suggest legal sanctions for 
those who do not follow cooperative principles, or restriction of profit 
accumulation. However, such interventions characterized by elements 
of state domination would inhibit the democratic, voluntary 
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association of bottom-up organizing promoted by, for example, 
anarchist perspectives (Chomsky, 2013). Political incentives to 
encourage rather than force democratic ownership might be a better 
alternative in order to try to reduce domination within the field of 
power relations, in line with Foucault’s ambition (Hoy, 2004, p. 92).  
 
Nevertheless, worker co-ops are not the sole route to enacting a form 
of commonwealth, as they ‘inevitably represent interests distinct from 
those of the community as a whole’ (Alperovitz, 2017, p. 19). Worker 
co-ops do not consist of all community members, as also highlighted in 
Article III which touches upon the risk of excluding potential members 
if they do not ‘fit in’. Moreover, many people within communities do 
not fall into the category of ‘worker’ (co-ops that are not worker co-ops 
can often have a broader member base). Further, although not 
analyzed in the dissertation articles, one interviewee from the 
Transportation Co-op reflected on the limitation of the cooperative 
model when it comes to risk-taking in innovative entrepreneurship. 
This member contemplated the reasons why another company was not 
organized as a co-op, and specified unfairness as one important aspect. 
The members who took part in the initial start-up of the business 
invested a great deal in the innovation, with great personal financial 
risks. When this later led to a successful business, the member said it 
would be unfair to allow new members to join with equal ownership to 
the founders, because they would reap the benefits of a successful 
innovation without having taken on any of the initial investment or 
risk. It might be important to formulate regulations for such cases if 
the cooperative model were to become the norm.  
 
There are also other complicating factors when it comes to the 
possibility of enacting a Pluralist Commonwealth. Globalization, for 
instance, makes it possible for citizens to transcend geographical 
communities, making it unclear who to involve as part of a local-
democratic member base (Alperovitz, 2017). Nevertheless, the work by 
Alperovitz comprises one example of an attempt to sketch out a 
possible future in which democratic cooperativism replaces capitalism. 
Related to both worker cooperation and capitalism is the notion of 
work as such, which the next and final section of the dissertation briefly 
engages with. 
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Beyond the work society: the role of paid work 
Last but not least, let me touch upon the role of paid work. This is the 
elephant in the room, not yet scrutinized, namely that worker co-ops’ 
resistance against capitalism reproduces the social order of ‘the work 
society’, a fully integrated part of the complex of practices that make up 
capitalism (Chamberlain, 2018; Gorz, 2001; Paulsen, 2010). Even if 
worker co-ops and self-government are sometimes included in 
approaches to the issue of alternative organizing beyond employment 
(Parker et al., 2014), it is obvious that the worker co-ops explored in 
this thesis practice paid work.  
 
It is important to mention that the role of work in the present society is 
mentioned by several co-operators in the interviews in this thesis. For 
example, one member of the Heritage Co-op said that 
 

my attitude to work is that you should do what you think is fun, but you 
should minimize the things you do for money as much as possible. 
(Member 2, Heritage Co-op) 

 
The co-ops value lower working hours, more leisure time and more 
time for education over an increase in salary, and put emphasis on 
reduced consumption. However, their constructive resistance does not 
encompass opposition against the work society as such, even though 
their specific way of organizing work includes democracy and 
ownership over the means of production. This means that the worker 
co-ops do not practice wage-labor in the sense that workers are 
employees hired by managers and capital owners to carry out the work, 
but they nevertheless comprise paid work; the co-operators’ work is 
carried out in exchange for monetary compensation just like typical 
wage-labor employment.  
 
What are the potential problems associated with reproducing paid 
work? First, the role of work is important in relation to the notion of 
freedom, strongly advocated by the worker co-ops concerning their 
organizing. In his critical investigation of the social function of work, 
James A. Chamberlain (2018, p. 10) argues that the ideology and 
practices associated with paid work constrain freedom in four primary 
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ways. Firstly, the structure of the work society that requires people to 
work hides the possibility of making the choice not to work for money. 
Secondly, freedom is constrained through the ways in which workers 
can be punished and their actions prohibited within the frames of paid 
work. Thirdly, paid work constrains freedom by limiting workers’ time, 
space and energy to act according to their own values and needs. 
Fourthly, paid work disadvantages and devaluates those who do not 
and perhaps cannot work for money. Despite worker co-ops’ 
democratic organizing, which can be understood to diminish the risk 
of being ‘punished’ and increase the potential to act according to one’s 
own values and needs, it is nevertheless the case that co-ops’ enactment 
of paid work risks devaluing those who depart from that norm and may 
contribute to hiding the possibility of not working for money. 
 
One important aspect connected to this is the emotional turn of 
capitalism, also discussed above, whereby capitalism is legitimized as a 
moral and social system with the ultimate function to serve the 
wellbeing of the people (Illouz, 2007; Reber, 2012). Kathi Weeks (2011) 
argues that it is mainly through work that people are integrated into 
the economic system, and maintaining its centrality and necessity risks 
strengthening the emotional legitimization of capitalism. 
 

The glorification of work as a prototypically human endeavour, as the key 
both to social belonging and individual achievement, constitutes the 
fundamental ideological foundation of contemporary capitalism: it was 
built on the basis of this ethic, which continues to serve the system’s 
interests and rationalize its outcomes. (Weeks, 2011, p. 109)  

 
Thus, insofar as work plays a key role in the function and legitimization 
of capitalism, resistance that does not question the role of work in 
people’s lives and society may indirectly be reproducing capitalism. For 
example, Chamberlain (2018, p. 56) argues that while increased 
flexibility for workers provides the freedom to organize one’s work both 
regarding work content and work time, it also blurs the boundary 
between work and non-work and reproduces the central role of work in 
people’s lives. This resonates within the Swedish worker co-ops in this 
dissertation. For example, they are explicit about friendships being 
important for their economic and political actions and thereby 
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associate social belonging with work (Article III). For this reason, 
Chamberlain (2018, p. 10) argues that it is not enough to eliminate and 
replace wage-labor with different cooperative and autonomous 
activities in a ‘post-wage-based society’, as emphasized by Gorz (1999), 
as this does not separate community from work. In order to turn the 
work society into a post-work society that can overcome capitalist 
exploitation of workers’ sense of responsibility and striving for social 
belonging, the ontology of community and its must be rethought. 
Chamberlain argues that unless we ‘abandon the view that community 
is constructed by work, whether paid or not’ (Chamberlain, 2018, p. 3), 
work will always be placed at the core of society. In a post-work society, 
community inclusion should not depend on people’s activities in this 
community, but rather, community should be the starting point. 
Accomplishing this is a complicated task, and Chamberlain has been 
criticized for not explicating it clearly enough (Steedman et al., 2019). 
Nevertheless, the argumentation raises interesting questions about the 
role of work in society. 
 
The idea of universal basic income, also articulated as desirable by 
some co-operators interviewed in the present study, is sometimes 
discussed as a way to transcend and minimize the amount of paid work 
and its role in the work society. Although some work is crucial to fulfil 
the core needs of individuals and communities, basic income would 
reduce people’s need to work for money and could bring about more 
cooperative ways of organizing without commodification of time, 
similar to the efforts of the worker co-ops. It would be possible, then, 
to engage more in projects that are viewed as good for society but might 
not generate profit, which some co-operators express as valuable and 
important (Article II). This could be organized based on the individuals 
involved, as in the ideas of self-government emphasized in anarchistic 
thought (Chomsky, 2013). The exchange system of timebanks, 
analyzed in Article IV, might also be a way forward, comprising a more 
straightforward critique against the association between work and 
monetary compensation than that of the worker co-ops.  
 
However, a potential problem with basic income is that it ties citizens 
to the distributing state, a form of power strongly opposed in anarchist 
thought. Further, in line with the risk that resistance might be 



 

 
 
 

186 

encapsulated into a closed bubble of oppositional practices that allows 
for the system’s continuation, basic income and non-commodified 
work could be practiced alongside the spheres of society still 
characterized by free market capitalism, as a third cooperative sector 
in addition to the public sector and the private capitalist market sector, 
in accordance with the ‘Co-operative Sector School’ (Holmén, 1990; 
Sentama, 2009). If so, the work society would not be effectively 
challenged. 
 
I will dig no deeper into the role of work here, but conclude that it is 
not easy to challenge the work society. Even if paid work could be made 
more cooperative, democratic and less capitalist-oriented than today 
through worker cooperation, as seen in this dissertation, it is not 
necessarily the solution to move beyond the reproduction of paid work 
and its association with capitalism and community. All the same, 
worker co-ops offer important possibilities to organize for social 
change in ways that can democratize the economy and challenge 
capitalism. 
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Appendix 1: Interview guide (in Swedish) 

IP:s bakgrund 
- Ålder, utbildning, erfarenhet 
- I kooperativet – första kontakten, tankar innan 

 
Arbetet/kooperativet i IP:s liv   

- Syn på arbete    
- Arbetsvillkor 
- Syn på sig själv som medlem 
- Medlemskapets betydelse 
- Delaktighet 

 
Arbetsdelning      

- Uppgifter    
- Ansvar    
- Kontroll 
- Genus, ålder, utbildning? 

 
Beslutsfattande   

- Formellt/Informellt   
- Konflikt/konsensus  
- Styrning 

 
Ekonomi      

- Vinst    
- Lön/ersättning    

 
Interaktion/kommunikation 

- Form 
- Innehåll     
- Tid 
- Konflikthantering  

 
Medlemmarna     

- Umgänge 
- Relationer, grupperingar 
- Likhet/olikhet 
- Makt 

 
Beskrivning av kooperativet    

- I mötet med andra  
- I relation till andra organisationer 
- Vision, utveckling 

 
Kooperativet i relation till omgivningen 

- Samarbete/konflikt/svårigheter 
- Hur kooperativet uppfattas – hur vill ni uppfattas? 
- Kommunikation utåt? 
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