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Abstract 

Interest in cooperative organisations has increased in the midst of financial and 
environmental crises, as cooperatives are presented as organisations capable of fostering 
economic stability, social inclusion and environmental protection. However, scholars have 
noted how several cooperatives from the early twentieth century have become increasingly 
similar to competing investor-owned firms, in what has been described as a process of 
degeneration. This has raised questions regarding whether cooperatives can maintain social 
and transformative ambitions within competitive market environments. Using an ideal-type 
methodology based on three competing cooperative rationalities, this thesis analyses how 
cooperative principles were discursively rearticulated within Lantbrukarnas Riksförbund, the 
main interest organisation for agricultural cooperatives in Sweden, during a period of 
institutional upheaval between 1989 and 1995. The findings suggest that cooperative 
principles were rearticulated in ways that legitimised increased internal competition and 
market adaptation, in what may be understood as a process of degeneration – although neither 
straightforward nor complete. In contrast to accounts portraying the farmers’ movement as 
largely pushed towards market adaptation by external forces, the findings highlight the role of 
agency, strategic decision-making and the adoption of neoliberal ideas within the cooperative 
movement itself. Therefore, this thesis argues that cooperatives should be understood in 
relation to their specific historical and institutional contexts, with particular attention directed 
towards changing cooperative rationalities and organisational agency. 
 

Keywords: Agricultural cooperatives; Cooperative degeneration; Cooperative ideology; 
Corporatism; Market orientation; Neoliberalism; Agrarian change; Sweden. 
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1. Introduction  

Do not get me wrong – I am not suggesting that cooperative ideology has played out its role. 
But we must not use it as a justification for bad business; rather, it must serve as a framework 
for how business operations are organised. We must not abandon sacred principles, but neither 
can we allow a rigid application of them to force us out of the market. 

So stated Bo Dockered (1990, pp. 11–12), chairman of the board at Lantbrukarnas 

Riksförbund [The Federation of Swedish Farmers] (LRF), during his opening speech at the 

organisation’s annual meeting in 1990. His statement reflected a central tension within the 

cooperative movement during the late twentieth century regarding how cooperative ideals of 

internal solidarity and democracy should be reconciled with increasing market competition. 

Between 1989 and 1995, a period characterised by deregulation, political uncertainty and 

rapid institutional change within Swedish agriculture, LRF, as the main interest organisation 

for agricultural cooperatives in Sweden, initiated an extensive internal discussion on how 

cooperative values should be understood, what they ought to be and how cooperative 

principles and practices should be adjusted under new market conditions.​

​ Agricultural cooperatives emerged during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries partly as collective responses to expanding market relations. In The Great 

Transformation, Karl Polanyi (2024 [1944], pp. 85, 151–155), argued that unregulated market 

forces would spark collective organisation aimed at protecting social relations from the 

disruptive effects of competition. Agricultural cooperatives offered farmers a way to integrate 

into the market through collaboration rather than competition, while retaining ownership of 

the means of production and avoiding extractive intermediaries (Morell, 2001, pp. 101–108). 

Since the financial crisis of 2008 there is a growing academic as well as public interest in 

cooperative organisations as a potential response to environmental, economic and social crisis 

(Battiliani & Schröter, 2012, Popp-Madsen, 2022, pp. 1–2; Kielos, 2025; Rothstein, 2024; 

Pansera & Lloveras, 2026, ch. 4). The United Nations ([UN], 2024) declared 2012 the 

International Year of Cooperatives and renewed the initiative in 2025 under the theme 

“Cooperatives Build a Better World”, sparking renewed discussion on the potential of a 

cooperative economy. Agricultural cooperatives, owned and controlled by the farmers, are 

continuously investigated for their transformative potential – an institution that could foster 

economic stability and promote socially and environmentally sustainable practices (Sikwela, 

2016; Ajates, 2018). ​

​ Some of the cooperatives founded during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
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centuries are still operating on the market today. Agricultural cooperatives account for around 

40% of the EU food market, have approximately six million members and provide 

employment for about 600,000 people, although there is significant variation across European 

countries (Ajates, 2020b, p. 469). Despite their economic success, scholars have argued that 

many cooperatives have gradually departed from central cooperative values and social 

ambitions during the last decades, including democratic member participation, solidarity and 

social responsibilities beyond profit maximisation (Ajates, 2020a, pp. 350–351). Since the 

late 1980s, several influential cooperatives, such as the Swedish dairy company Arla, have 

expanded their international operations. However, according to business historian Mads 

Mordhorst (2008, p. 359), Arla “[...] has become everything to which the narrative of the 

co-operative was opposed: an industrial multinational and capitalistic business”. Scholars 

have termed this process degeneration, whereby cooperatives increasingly adopt agribusiness 

strategies and investor-oriented practices, while losing some – or all – of their democratic and 

transformative character (Battilani & Schröter, 2012, p. 10).​

​ As in many other regions of the world, agriculture in Sweden has undergone extensive 

consolidation, resulting in a declining number of farms (Edenbrandt, 2012, p. 65; Ekman et 

al., 2025). Although this process has been ongoing since the post-war period, structural 

transformation has accelerated since the late 1980s and early 1990s (Statistics Sweden [SCB] 

& Swedish Board of Agriculture, 2011, p. 12). As farms become fewer and larger, the local 

economic base that sustains rural communities and markets weakens, a development that may 

also adversely affect biodiversity and animal welfare (Lymbery & Oakeshott, 2014). At the 

same time, exports from the Swedish food sector have increased in monetary terms across 

almost all product categories, ranging from meat to confectionery, while dairy exports have 

more than doubled over the past decades (SCB, 2026). Despite this, Sweden has a long 

tradition of a strong agricultural cooperative movement, that has not been analysed in terms 

of degeneration in previous literature.​

​ This thesis seeks to contribute to a better understanding of cooperative degeneration 

processes during the deregulations of the late twentieth century in Sweden. It examines how 

cooperative values were rearticulated, as well as the legitimation of new business strategies, 

within Sweden’s largest farmers’ organisation, LRF. As the most influential interest 

organisation for agricultural cooperatives in Sweden during the twentieth century – including 

the dairy cooperative Arla – LRF has played a central role in shaping the development of the 

cooperative movement in Sweden and beyond. Against the backdrop of wider processes of 

economic liberalisation that reshaped the conditions for cooperative organisations globally, 
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the period from 1989 to 1995 constituted a particularly critical phase of institutional 

transformation in Swedish agriculture, beginning with the deregulation of the sector and what 

LRF termed spårbytet [the track change] in 1989 and culminating with Sweden’s accession to 

the European Union in 1995.​  

1.1 Aim and Research Questions 

The overall research aim is to improve the understanding of degeneration processes during 

the late 20th century. More specifically this thesis examines how cooperative values were 

rearticulated and transformed within LRF during the liberalisations of agricultural policies in 

Sweden, between 1989 and 1995. To do this the thesis focuses on three main research 

questions:  

1.​ To what extent was the growing international market for agricultural products 

constructed as a threat or an opportunity within LRF? 

2.​ How were cooperative principles and practices rearticulated, and how were such 

changes discussed and legitimised? 

3.​ To what extent can these changes be understood as a cooperative degeneration 

process? 

Answering these questions serves several purposes. First, the ongoing structural 

transformations within global as well as Swedish agriculture call for critical analysis of the 

historical ideas and institutional changes that have shaped these developments. Secondly, 

improved understanding of cooperative degeneration processes may contribute to 

contemporary discussions regarding the transformative potential of cooperatives in relation to 

social, environmental and economic sustainability. Thirdly, while academic interest in 

cooperatives as institutions has grown, research in Sweden has focused primarily on 

consumer cooperatives, agricultural policy and the economic performance of cooperatives, 

while largely neglecting internal discussions and strategic reorientations within the 

agricultural cooperative movement (Morell, 2002; Brandesten, 2005; Ajates, 2020b; 

Svensson & Pettersson, 2024; Eriksson & Lundin, 2025). Research on agricultural 

cooperatives in Sweden, as elsewhere, has furthermore been dominated by business 

administration scholars primarily concerned with economic competitiveness and 

organisational efficiency, partly reducing cooperatives to their economic dimensions while 

overlooking their social, environmental and transformative potential (Ajates, 2020b, pp. 

468–469; Mooney et al., 1996). 
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1.2 Periodisation 

Food regime scholars as well as business historians have identified the 1980s and early 1990s 

as a critical turning point for both international agricultural policy and cooperative 

organisations worldwide (McMichael, 2021, pp. 2, 51; Battilani & Schröter, 2012, p. 6). The 

Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) marked the first 

formal inclusion of agricultural products in trade liberalisation negotiations in 1989, while the 

EC prepared for the single market reform in 1993, with extensive implications for agricultural 

production and organisation within and beyond Europe. At the same time, the wave of 

liberalisation that swept across many economies contributed to declining public support for 

cooperatives and increasing pressure on both cooperative economy and cooperative principles 

(Battilani & Schröter, 2012, p. 6; Kramper, 2012, p. 143). During the 1990s, bankruptcies, 

demutualisations and degeneration processes spread across a wide range of cooperative 

organisations. ​

​ The broader international developments were mirrored in Sweden as the Swedish 

parliament voted to phase out the corporatist agricultural price negotiation system in 1990 in 

order to align national policies with the ongoing GATT negotiations (Eriksson & Lundin, 

2025, pp. 63–68). The following year, in 1991, the Swedish government applied for EU 

membership and became a member in 1995. During these years, from 1989 to 1995, 

cooperatives in Sweden, like cooperatives in several Western countries, faced extensive 

political and institutional uncertainty and turmoil. In 1989, LRF, made a strategic decision to 

accept the government’s plans to deregulate the agricultural sector (Eriksson & Lundin, 2025, 

pp. 61, 65; Flygare & Isacson, 2003, p. 251; Larsson, 2004, p. 322). This track change 

entailed that LRF abandoned its earlier defence of the corporatist agricultural system and 

instead accepted gradual deregulation, under which agricultural cooperatives had to adapt to a 

new institutional framework and increasing international competition. Taken together, these 

developments motivate a focused analysis of how cooperative values and strategies were 

reshaped within the Swedish farmers’ movement from the track change in 1989 to EU 

membership in 1995.  

1.3 Outline of the Thesis 

This thesis is divided into eight sections. Following the introduction, section 2 reviews 

previous literature, with a particular focus on empirical research concerning ideological 

transformations within cooperative movements. Section 3 presents the theoretical framework, 
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focusing especially on the historical roots of cooperative ideas and the degeneration thesis. 

Sections 4 and 5 outline the methodological approach and source material. Sections 6 and 7 

present the empirical findings, address the research questions, and open up for a broader 

discussion on structural transformation and marketisation. Finally, section 8 concludes the 

thesis.  

2. Previous research  

The literature review covers three main strands of literature that inform the process of 

agricultural cooperative degeneration in Sweden. The first belongs to business history, where 

the predominant focus has been on various case studies of cooperative transformation 

throughout the 20th century. The other strand belongs to Swedish agricultural history, where 

the main focus has been on the early formation of cooperatives in Sweden and the 

development of agricultural policy. The last strand belongs to the field of business 

administration, where focus has been on cooperative values in relation to increased 

competitiveness. Lastly, these three strands of literature are summarised in order to point to 

important gaps in existing research. First follows a short section on the definition of 

cooperatives and of cooperative principles.  

2.1 Definition of a Cooperative 

The most widely used definition of a cooperative is derived from the International 

Cooperative Alliance (ICA), an umbrella organisation representing hundreds of cooperatives 

worldwide (International Cooperative Alliance [ICA], 2026b). The ICA defines a cooperative 

as “an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to meet their common economic, 

social and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly owned and democratically 

controlled enterprise” (ICA, 2026a; Battilani & Schröter, 2012, pp. 2–3). However, several 

scholars employ a narrower definition, since many contemporary cooperatives no longer 

maintain extensive social or cultural ambitions (Popp-Madsen et al., 2022, p. 4). Even so, 

democratic member control – commonly expressed through the principle of “one member, 

one vote” – together with member ownership, remains one of the central distinctions between 

cooperatives and investor-owned firms (IOFs). Members may consist of individual persons, 

producers, firms or organisations. Agricultural cooperatives are often primarily composed of 

producer-owned farms and agricultural enterprises.  
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2.2 Definition of Cooperative Principles 

What then are cooperative principles? According to the ICA (2026a), cooperative values 

include “self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity, and solidarity”. These 

values are operationalised through seven principles: voluntary and open membership; 

democratic member control; member economic participation; autonomy and independence; 

education, training, and information; cooperation among cooperatives; and concern for 

community. Within agricultural cooperatives in Sweden, such principles have historically 

been expressed through democratic voting, collective ownership of the processing 

infrastructure, education and equal treatment of members rather than profit maximisation. An 

important component of cooperative solidarity has involved limiting competition both 

amongst farmers and between cooperatives, based on the idea that farmers should act 

collectively rather than undermine one another through competition (Micheletti, 1990, pp. 

153–158). However, rather than representing a stable essence, cooperative values and 

practices should be understood as the outcome of ongoing negotiations and historical 

conditions. Accordingly, cooperative principles are interpreted, implemented and contested 

differently and must be analysed within their specific historical contexts (Macpherson, 2012, 

pp. 120–121). 

2.3 Business Historical Analysis of Degeneration in the Nordics 

The business historical literature regarding cooperatives reflects the fact that all cooperatives 

are vastly different, belonging to different branches – from wine-producer cooperatives in 

France to credit cooperatives in Japan – with different historical trajectories and diverse 

understandings of cooperative principles (Macpherson, 2012, pp. 120–121). Therefore the 

preferred research strategy for investigating cooperatives has mainly been in depth historical 

analysis, specifically in regards to the study of cooperative degeneration processes, since 

these often occur over a prolonged period of time (Cornforth, 1995, pp. 495–496). Two cases 

of cooperative degeneration are particularly relevant for and intertwined with the 

development of the agricultural cooperatives in Sweden: the Swedish consumer cooperative 

Kooperativa Förbundet (KF) and the Danish dairy cooperative movement. Both cases also 

illustrate an important debate within the literature regarding whether the adoption of IOF 

strategies and economies of scale has primarily been driven by external competitive pressures 

or by internal transformations within the cooperative movement itself. ​

​ Economic historian Anders L. Johansson (2024, pp. 171–179) connects the gradual 
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abandonment of cooperative principles within the Swedish consumer cooperative 

Kooperativa Förbundet (KF) primarily to external competitive pressures from 

investor-owned retailers. The care for smaller, local retailers successively gave way to 

management structures, marketing strategies and supply-chain models comparable to those of 

competing IOF retailers (Friberg et al., 2012, pp. 260–261). These changes were highly 

controversial internally, as members sought to “block, stall and delay” market-oriented 

reforms perceived as undermining cooperative principles (Johansson, 2024, pp. 178–179). ​

​ The economic decline of KF since the 1980s has given rise to two contrasting 

interpretations of the cooperative’s decline. One perspective viewed the abandonment of 

cooperative principles as the source of the crisis, arguing that KF lost its distinct legitimacy 

as a cooperative organisation (Johansson, 2024, p. 176; Kristoffersson, 2024). Another 

perspective instead argued that KF had failed to adapt sufficiently to market conditions, and 

that cooperative principles had constrained competitiveness and efficiency (Edsta & Näslund, 

2014). These conflicting interpretations illustrate a broader tension within the cooperative 

form itself: cooperatives risk criticism both for abandoning their principles and for adhering 

to them too rigidly.​

​ The Danish dairy cooperatives followed a somewhat different path than the Swedish 

consumer cooperative. Business historian Mads Mordhorst (2008, ch. 9) emphasizes the 

internal pressure for adopting IOF strategies by agricultural cooperatives. Beyond heightened 

international competition in the post-war period, the Danish dairy cooperative 

Mejeriforeningen faced internal tensions arising from an increasingly heterogeneous member 

base, particularly as the differences between large and small farms grew. A few of the larger 

farms advocated to allow for rapid structural transformations, the acquisition of smaller 

cooperatives and to leave the notion of a “cooperative movement” in favour of adopting 

“business-like principles”, already in the early 1960s (ibid., 353). ​

​ Yet, they did not manage to convince the cooperative members, who, according to 

Mordhorst (ibid., 534), were anchored in a cooperative ideology of protecting the local 

community. Instead, a few of the larger farms left Mejeriforeningen and created a competing 

cooperative, MD Foods, seeking to dominate the market, in what Mordhorst (2008, p. 355) 

describes as a “[...] declaration of war in an industry where co-operation, local commitment 

and internal unity had been keywords”. During the liberal wave of 1990 MD Foods turned 

their strategy towards expanding further and acquiring dairies abroad, and in 1995 Arla 

Foods was created in a merger between the Swedish Arla and Danish MD Foods. Mordhorst 

(2014, pp. 130–131) argues that as MD Foods (later Arla Foods) consolidated market 
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dominance and as international revenues grew in importance, the need to maintain a 

cooperative façade in Denmark diminished. 

2.4 The Swedish Agricultural Cooperative Movement  

Compared to the vast amount of research conducted by business historians regarding the 

consumer cooperative in Sweden and regarding the agricultural cooperatives in Denmark, 

there is much less research available on the degeneration of Swedish agricultural 

cooperatives, especially from a historical perspective. Agrarian historians in Sweden have 

mainly been interested in the early history and the establishment of the cooperatives, the 

corporatist agreement, as well as in the relationship between the farmers’ organisation and 

policy formation in general (see for example Morell, 2002; Brandesten, 2005; Eriksson, 

2016; Svensson & Pettersson, 2024 and Eriksson & Lundin, 2025). The latter interest is also 

shared by political scientists (see for example, Micheletti, 1990; Öberg, 1994). The sections 

below cover the early formation of agricultural cooperatives in Sweden and the broader 

development of Swedish agricultural policy during the twentieth century. 

2.4.1 Early Cooperative Values – the Family Farm, Free Riders and Class Solidarity 

There is no consensus regarding how to view the early formation of the agricultural 

cooperatives in Sweden. The economic perspective tends to interpret the early development 

of cooperatives as primarily economic institutions that benefited farmers economically and 

functioned as mechanisms for reducing transaction costs (Lindahl, 2004, pp. 255–256). In 

contrast, historians have emphasised the social and cultural dimensions of cooperatives, 

arguing that they, in part, reproduced functions previously associated with the byalag [a form 

of village community organisation in Sweden] (Brandesten, 2005, p. 393). Economic 

historian Mats Morell (2002, pp. 175–178) offers an integrative perspective, emphasising a 

dual character of early cooperatives. By cooperating small farmers could jointly own their 

process industry, control the quality of the products and reach markets beyond their 

immediate vicinity without extractive intermediaries. Processing activities were separated 

from individual farms, for example through the formation of early dairy cooperatives, which 

opened up for economies of scale in agriculture. Morell (2002, p. 186) argues, similarly to 

several economists, that the cooperatives constituted important “institutional innovations” 

during the industrialisation of Swedish agriculture (cf. Lindahl, 2004, pp. 255–256). At the 

same time, he emphasises that the cooperatives enabled a particular form of industrialisation 

that strengthened rather than displaced small family farms as production units (Morell, 2002, 
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p. 179).​

​ Morell argues that the family farm grew in importance up until the first decades 

during the post-war era (Morell, 2002, 171–174). According to him, the cooperative structure 

and a strong motivation for farmer autonomy were two reasons behind small-scale farmers’ 

persistence in industrial society. In this respect Morell aligns with historians who see the 

formation of cooperatives as a combination of ideological, economic, scientific and social 

rationales during an era of industrialisation, political turmoil and ideological formation (see 

for example Brandesten, 2005, pp. 39–40, 178–180). The agricultural cooperatives in Sweden 

have thus contributed to the preservation and autonomy of the small scale farmers for a 

prolonged period of time.​

​ Historian Reine Rydén (1998, pp. 122–123) has described an intensive campaign 

within the cooperative movement during the 1930s in order to create an internal class 

solidarity amongst farmers, inspired by their contemporary worker unions. Even if some 

farmers were to gain economically by selling their agricultural products directly to the 

consumers or to private intermediaries, these were to be considered “unsolidary farmers” that 

opened up for competition amongst farmers (ibid.). Harsh social pressures were encouraged 

against these unsolidary pytsåkare [free riders], in order to make sure every farmer joined the 

economic cooperations and delivered directly to the cooperative (ibid.). Pressure could 

involve the “public posting of their names”, subjecting them to “complete social ostracism”, 

and refusing to lend them tools or provide labour assistance when needed (ibid., p. 135). 

However, according to internal surveys conducted at the time, most of the farmers were 

genuinely convinced by cooperative ideas and did not require social coercion in order to join 

(ibid., pp. 115–116).  

2.4.2 Changing Agricultural Policy Paradigms  

The agricultural sector has been a highly regulated and protected market during the most part 

of the 20th century. In Sweden the regulated era, or corporatism, is generally considered to 

have emerged in the 1930s. Corporatism has been defined as a decision-making process in 

which policy is formed through negotiations between the state and organised interests outside 

the parliamentary arena (Svensson & Pettersson, 2024, p. 268). The development of the 

agricultural cooperative movement in Sweden has been closely related to the corporatist 

system, through which the cooperatives consolidated on a national scale and came under 

heavy regulations and market protection (Flygare & Isacson, 2003, pp. 264–269). During the 

corporatist era, LRF, and its organisational predecessors, occupied a highly influential 
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position in relation to the state, representing the farmers in negotiations over agricultural 

prices and regulations (Micheletti, 1990, pp. 124–126). Conflicts between different interests 

within the agricultural sector were largely managed internally within the organisation, in 

order for LRF to represent farmers with a unified voice in relation to the political sphere 

(Micheletti, 1990, p. 139 ff; Flygare & Isacson, 2003, pp. 267–272). At the same time, LRF 

also functioned as a mediator between the state and the farmers under the corporatist era, with 

responsibility for anchoring the corporatist agreements and policy changes among its 

members, as well as to "discipline" dissenting farmers (Öberg, 1994, pp. 146–148). ​

​ The corporatist era ended with the decision in the Swedish parliament to deregulate 

the agricultural sector in June 1990, just to be reregulated again with the entrance into the EU 

in 1995. The predominant narrative is that of “an interrupted process of deregulation” 

(Flygare & Isacson, 2003, p. 254) or “a stalled process of market adaptation” (Eriksson & 

Lundin, 2025, p. 73), due to the entrance into the regulated EU-market. ​

​ During recent years there has been an increased interest in the broad liberalisation 

processes that reshaped the Nordic countries during the 1980s and early 1990s (see 

particularly Andersson, 2023; Andersson & Howell, 2025). A central concern in this 

literature has been how liberal economic ideas and policies gained influence within political 

institutions and public discourse. While previous research has largely overlooked the 

liberalisation of the agricultural sector, two recent studies have specifically examined the 

transformation of Swedish agriculture during this period (Eriksson & Lundin, 2025; 

Svensson & Pettersson, 2024). While these studies provide important insights into the 

political restructuring of Swedish agriculture, their primary focus remains on policy processes 

and institutional change. Consequently, they direct less attention to how the liberalisation 

affected market strategies and cooperative values within the cooperative movement. 

2.4.3 Increased Pressure on Cooperative Ideology in the 1980s 

Political scientist Michelle Micheletti (1990) has written a seminal work on the development 

of Swedish farmers’ organisations in relation to government policy in Sweden during the 

20th century. While the cooperatives are not the main focus in her study per se, Micheletti 

(1990, p. 85) describes how the solidarity amongst farmers was challenged by the politics of 

rationalisations, beginning already in the 1960s and 1970s. Micheletti also touches upon how 

the pressure on cooperative ideology increased during the 1980s due to both increased 

internal as well as external pressure. To the internal pressure Micheletti mentions increased 

heterogeneity amongst the farmers, increasingly diverse interests as well as a continuous 
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reduction in the number of farmers (Micheletti, 1990, pp. 152–153). To the external pressure 

Micheletti highlights a gradual erosion of the public support for the corporatist system and of 

the previously strong notion of family farming as a rigid way of life and increasing consumer 

influence over policy (ibid., pp. 93–97). Due to growing pressure on cooperative principles, 

the main Swedish farmers’ organisation, LRF, initiated several internal discussions during the 

1980s about how competition both between farmers and between cooperatives could be 

reconciled with cooperative solidarity (ibid., pp. 154–157). 

2.5 Degeneration from a Business Administration Perspective 

A lot of research has been conducted regarding the Swedish agricultural cooperatives by 

business administration scholars, particularly regarding the economic performance of 

cooperatives compared to IOFs (see for example Nilsson & Björklund, 2003; Nilsson, 2018; 

Nilsson, 2024). In a study on cooperative principles from 1994, Jerker Nilsson, Professor of 

Cooperative Businesses at the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences (SLU), examined 

if central cooperative principles were side-stepped within several Swedish agricultural 

cooperatives at that time. Nilsson (1994, pp. 191–192) found that some of the largest 

cooperatives diverged from the ambition to cooperate with other cooperatives and abandoned 

the principle of equal pricing to farmers. Nilsson further demonstrated that, although 

cooperative principles prescribe proportional financing, these principles were in practice 

modified in ways that did favor larger members, particularly within Arla, thereby 

undermining the principle of equity among members (ibid., pp. 190–191). Some dairy 

cooperatives, including Arla, also deviated from the principle of open membership, i.e. they 

did not allow new farmers to join the cooperative, on various occasions during the same 

period (ibid., pp. 140–142, 190).​

​ Today, the majority of Western cooperatives apply what Nilsson (2025, pp. 133–134) 

describes as “a flexible view of cooperative principles”, and have thus become more similar 

to competing IOFs. In one of few longitudinal studies within the field of business 

administration, Hakelius and Hansson (2016) concludes that farmers' commitment to the idea 

of cooperatives has remained strong and even increased between 1993 and 2013, based on 

survey data amongst Swedish farmers. But contrary to their firm belief in cooperative values 

farmers tend to get increasingly sceptical of cooperative management. Hakelius and Hansson 

(ibid., p. 543) concludes that “[...] it appears that farmers increasingly believe that 

cooperatives are based on a good idea, but that they do not work in practice [...]”. According 

to the authors (ibid., pp. 531–532) the general shift in trust for the managers is attributed to 
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general attitude changes in society rather than substantial changes of cooperative 

management strategies. ​

​ The predominant perspective in the business administration literature on cooperatives 

portrays degeneration as primarily driven by external market pressures, to which agricultural 

cooperatives have to adapt. Within this literature, cooperative principles are often treated 

instrumentally, with values regarded as means or hindrances to efficiency rather than as core 

features that underpin the legitimacy of cooperatives as institutions. As Nilsson (1994, p. 

195) argues, “[w]hen producer cooperatives with large and heterogeneous memberships 

operate in highly competitive environments, it is detrimental if their freedom of action is 

constrained by principles that have a historical and ideological basis but lack economic 

justification”. Consequently, the analytical focus tends to be placed on how cooperatives can 

remain economically viable, rather than on how cooperative principles are maintained, 

transformed or contested internally under competitive pressure. 

2.6 Summary of Previous Research 

While previous research has provided important insights into the development and 

transformation of cooperative organisations, several questions remain. Compared to the 

extensive business historical literature on Swedish consumer cooperatives and Danish 

agricultural cooperatives, relatively little attention has been paid to the historical development 

of Swedish agricultural cooperatives during the post-war period. Swedish agricultural 

historians have primarily focused on the early formation of cooperatives and the development 

of agricultural policy, leaving the study of internal cooperative processes and strategies 

largely to the field of business administration. ​

​ Within the business administration literature, degeneration is predominantly 

understood as a response to external market pressures, and cooperative principles are often 

treated in instrumental terms, as means to improve efficiency and competitiveness. The 

conflict between smaller and larger farms, so prominent in the Danish agricultural 

transformation and highlighted as important during the early formation of Swedish 

cooperatives, is barely mentioned at all. Policy changes affecting the scale dynamic, and 

structural transformations, are therefore seldom analysed. Moreover, this body of research 

generally lacks a historical perspective. In contrast, business historical studies have 

highlighted the importance of internal conflicts and the contested nature of organisational 

change. However, even within the business historical literature, there remains a limited 

understanding of how such changes were perceived, discussed and legitimised within the 
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cooperative organisations. Therefore, questions remain on how degenerative processes unfold 

under increased market pressure.​

​ This study addresses these gaps by examining how the need for changes in 

cooperative principles was constructed, discussed and legitimised within the Swedish 

agricultural cooperative movement between 1989 and 1995. 

3. Theoretical Framework  

The theoretical framework of this thesis outlines central cooperative values and principles in 

order to analyse how cooperative values changed within the cooperative movement and 

whether such changes should be understood as a degeneration of cooperative principles. It 

also introduces the degeneration thesis, particularly its Marxist variant, in which the loss of 

social and transformative ambitions within cooperatives is regarded as an inevitable 

consequence of operating within a market economy. However, the framework also addresses 

the grounds on which a Marxist determinism can be critically reassessed, together with 

alternative explanatory perspectives. Together, these perspectives provide a framework for 

analysing how cooperative principles were reconstructed during the institutional 

transformations of the late 1980s and early 1990s.  

3.1 The Roots Behind Cooperative Values – Three Competing Ideal Typologies 

Economic cooperation can be understood as shaped by multiple, competing rationalities that 

reflect different motivations, historical circumstances and visions of how economic activity 

should be organised. Building on a slightly modified version of the typology developed by 

economic historians Popp-Madsen et al. (2022, p. 3), this thesis distinguishes between three 

such rationalities, or spirits, defined as “governing ideational-motivational principles” for an 

organisation. These three spirits will be presented below and summarized in table one. 

Economic historians Popp-Madsen et al. (2022) developed these typologies through their 

historical studies of various Danish cooperatives; thus, the typologies were developed 

iteratively in an interplay between empirical observations and theory development (ibid., p. 

3). In this thesis, these rationalities have been modified further, in an iterative process while 

encountering the empirical material, in order to better capture the discourse within LRF. 

While these rationalities are not mutually exclusive and may coexist and overlap, they may 

also come into tension, particularly with regard to views on the market, the state and which 

cooperative values are considered most important. Nor should they be regarded as a 

comprehensive list of all possible rationalities or “spirits” underlying cooperative enterprises. 
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Yet, these rationalities provide a useful stylized analytical lens for the following empirical 

research. 

3.1.1 Proudhonian Spirit of Autonomy and Democracy 

The Proudhonian spirit, as an ideal typology, is named after the French economist and 

anarchist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. Proudhon regarded cooperatives as decentralized and 

democratically governed alternatives to both capitalism and state socialism, through which 

workers and peasants could remain autonomous, govern themselves and control their own 

means of production (Persson, 1993, pp. 17–18).1 In terms of market relations, the 

Proudhonian tradition was deeply sceptical toward extractive capitalism, concentrated 

property rights and wage labour, often described by Proudhon as “wage-slavery” 

(Popp-Madsen et al., 2022, p. 5). Cooperative ownership was therefore understood as a way 

for producers to avoid dependence on capital owners and preserve autonomy and control over 

production. At the same time, the Proudhonian tradition did not reject markets entirely. An 

important aspect of autonomy concerned freedom of contract, even when contracts limited 

competition (Woodcock, 1987, p. 171). Politically, Proudhon was highly critical of 

centralized authority and state control. Rather than organizing society through centralised 

legislation, he envisioned a decentralised order based on voluntary associations and 

self-governing communities. As Proudhon (1923 [1851], pp. 245–246) argued: “In place of 

laws, we will put contracts; no more laws voted by the majority, nor even unanimously. Each 

citizen, each town, each industrial union will make its own laws”.​

​ Therefore, a cooperative operating in a Proudhonian spirit emphasises autonomy, 

decentralised self-governance, the right to contract and democratic member control. 

Cooperative principles such as one member, one vote are valued primarily as safeguards 

against domination and exploitation rather than as instruments for market efficiency. Markets 

are accepted insofar as they preserve the autonomy of self-managed producers, while both 

centralised state authority and extractive capitalist ownership are regarded with deep 

scepticism. 

3.1.2 Polanyian Spirit of Embeddedness 

The Polanyian spirit, as an ideal typology, is named after the Hungarian economist Karl 

Polanyi. From a Polanyian perspective, cooperatives can be understood as institutions that 

1 The strong emphasis on autonomy and self-governance did not extend to women, as Proudhon was a 
prominent anti-feminist (Woodcock, 1987, pp. 213-215).  
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protect society from the disruptive consequences of unregulated markets and strengthen 

social cohesion. By limiting competition, social values can be preserved. In terms of market 

relations, Polanyi regarded the idea of a fully self-regulating market as socially and 

environmentally destructive. Polanyi (2024 [1944], p. 2) argued; “the idea of a self-adjusting 

market implied a stark Utopia”. Unrestricted market rationalities threatened not only 

economic stability, but also social relations and the natural environment. From this 

perspective, cooperatives can function as a mechanism through which markets become 

socially embedded and subordinated to broader social needs rather than narrow self-interest 

(Popp-Madsen et al., 2022, p. 6). Politically, the Polanyian tradition is much less sceptical 

toward the state than the Proudhonian tradition. State intervention and legislation is needed 

and welcomed insofar as the state protects the society from detrimental market forces and 

provides social and environmental safeguards. Rather than emphasising decentralisation and 

autonomy alone, the Polanyian perspective stresses the importance of organisations capable 

of limiting social dislocation and economic instability.​

​ Therefore, a cooperative operating in a Polanyian spirit emphasises solidarity, 

community and social responsibility rather than autonomy alone. Cooperative principles are 

valued as means of strengthening social cohesion, improving living standards and protecting 

communities from the harmful effects of marketisation. Environmental and social concerns 

are therefore placed above ideals of unrestricted competition and market efficiency. 

3.1.3 Smithian Spirit of Market Integration 

The Smithian spirit, as a third ideal typology, draws on classical economics and the ideas of 

the Scottish economist Adam Smith (Popp-Madsen et al., 2022, p. 7). From a Smithian 

perspective, cooperatives are primarily understood as instruments for improving market 

integration, competitiveness and profitability for self-interested producers. In terms of market 

relations, the Smithian tradition views liberal markets and competition as beneficial for both 

individual producers and society at large. According to Smith (2005 [1776], p. 364), 

individuals pursuing their own interests may unintentionally contribute to collective 

prosperity: “[b]y pursuing his own interest, he frequently promotes that of the society more 

effectively than when he really intends to promote it.” Cooperatives are therefore regarded as 

mechanisms through which producers can strengthen their bargaining position together, lower 

transaction costs, improve market access and increase efficiency and revenues (Popp-Madsen 

et al., 2022, p. 7). Rather than seeking to challenge the market order, the market is understood 
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as an opportunity for economic expansion and development. Politically, the Smithian 

tradition is generally sceptical toward extensive state intervention, as taxes and regulations 

may restrict free producers and entrepreneurs (Popp-Madsen et al., 2022, p. 7). Compared to 

the Proudhonian and Polanyian traditions, the Smithian spirit places less emphasis on 

autonomy or protecting society from markets and places more emphasis on enabling efficient 

market participation. ​

​ Therefore, a cooperative operating in a Smithian spirit emphasises efficiency, 

competitiveness and economic self-interest amongst the producers rather than broader 

transformative ambitions. Cooperative principles and democracy are valued primarily as 

instrumental means for improving economic outcomes for members rather than as intrinsic 

values in themselves. Cooperation is thus understood less as a challenge to capitalism than as 

a strategy for more successful participation within the market economy.​

 

 View of the market View of the state/politics Central cooperative 
values 

Proudhonian spirit Risk of pauperisation, 
wage-slavery and 
domination. 

Risk of expropriation and 
illegitimate regulations.  

Internal democracy, 
decentralisation and 
autonomy.  

Polanyian spirit Risk of social and 
environmental 
degradation.  

Potential for protection 
against capitalism. 

Community, solidarity and 
environmental protection.  

Smithian spirit The most efficient way 
to organise production. 
Potential improved 
revenues.  

Risk of expropriation. 
Risk of legislation 
limiting market access.  

Improved market 
integration, efficiency and 
increased profits.  

Table one. Three stylised cooperative rationalites or spirits.  

3.2 The Complex Reality of Mixed Rationalities – Ideological Friction 

It is important to note that an idealised and unified cooperative rationality as outlined above 

is rarely found in practice. Rather, farmers’ cooperatives are typically characterised by the 

coexistence of various contradictory rationalities – between local anchoring and integration 

into global markets, between solidarity and self-interest, between traditional practices and 

processes of modernisation. As the agricultural sociologist Patrick Mooney (2004, p. 79) 

argues, “[...] just as individuals embody contradiction and paradox, so do the institutions that 

we construct. Formal agricultural cooperation is a particularly significant and revealing site 

of such tensions”. From this perspective, cooperatives should not be reduced to a single 
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political or economic rationality. Instead, they are better understood as arenas in which 

multiple, often conflicting rationalities coexist, are negotiated and managed through 

democratic processes (Mooney, 2004, pp. 78–82). In this sense, ideological friction is not 

merely a liability but can, under favorable conditions, enable sustainable compromises 

between competing goals and rationalities.  

3.3 The Marxist Degeneration Thesis and its Critics 

Even if cooperatives in theory may provide a way to reconcile competing rationalities, the 

degeneration thesis holds that social and transformative ambitions will eventually give way to 

market rationalities. Consequently, a Proudhonian emphasis on autonomy and internal 

democracy, or a Polanyian emphasis on solidarity and social protection, will ultimately 

become subordinated to a Smithian emphasis on self-interest, competitiveness, efficiency and 

market integration. Economic historians Battiliani and Shröter (2012, p. 10) define 

degeneration as a “[...] deviation from the social purposes of co-ops. [...] Through this 

process, co-ops can become similar to or the same as investor-owned enterprises.” 

Degeneration is thus understood as a process in which market-oriented rationalities 

increasingly subordinate other cooperative values, such as autonomy, solidarity and 

democratic self-governance.​

​ The degeneration thesis originates from Marxist scholars and stipulates that 

cooperative organisations will not be able to neither change the capitalistic order nor 

withstand capitalistic pressure (Cornforth, 1995, p. 489). From this perspective, cooperatives 

operating within a capitalist order are compelled to maximize profits in much the same 

manner as competing investor-owned firms (IOFs) in order to survive within a competitive 

market environment (Kramper, 2012, p. 129). This may involve practices such as wage 

suppression and the continuous reduction of production costs. Thus, from a historical 

materialist perspective there is little room for democracy within organisations, sustainable or 

traditional farming practices or transformative discourses since the material interests of the 

ruling class will determine the historical processes. The only way that a cooperative could 

become successful under capitalistic rule, according to the Marxist degeneration thesis, is to 

become capitalists themselves and thereby lose all of their social and transformative 

ambitions (Cornforth, 1995, p. 489). ​

​ However, the Marxist degeneration thesis has received extensive critique for being 

overly deterministic and for overlooking the role that actors and ideas play in the 

transformation of cooperative ideas and practices (Cornforth, 1995, pp. 489–495). Contrary 
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to Marxist predictions, cooperatives around the world have followed diverse and sometimes 

unpredictable trajectories. Some cooperatives have managed to maintain central cooperative 

principles even under harsh competition, at least for prolonged periods of time, while others 

have adopted far-reaching market strategies without significant external market pressure 

(Storey et al., 2014, pp. 639–640). Furthermore, scholars have identified parallel tendencies 

in which certain cooperative values have been strengthened concurrently as others have been 

undermined (Bretos et al., 2019).​

​ Thus, external market pressures alone cannot fully explain processes of cooperative 

degeneration, making it necessary to also consider the role of actors, institutional contexts 

and shifting ideological orientations. Several scholars have emphasized the importance of 

internal organisational dynamics and institutional processes. In particular, scholars have 

highlighted how cooperative organisations may seek increased legitimacy by adopting 

practices associated with successful corporations, especially during periods of institutional 

uncertainty (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 147). Another source of internal tension may stem 

from an increasingly heterogeneous member base, both in terms of economic interests and 

ideological orientations, potentially weakening solidarity among members (Kramper, 2012, p. 

146). In this sense, cooperative values cannot be understood as fixed or self-reproducing. 

According to business administration scholar Yohanan Stryjan (1994), cooperative values 

must instead be continuously reproduced through active democratic participation and 

organisational practices. Cooperatives should therefore be understood as “an ongoing 

achievement; a project that has to be reinvented anew every day” (ibid., p. 75).​

​ Studying the late 1980s and early 1990s also requires attention to broader political 

and ideological trends. During this period, market-oriented ideas and neoliberal reforms 

gained influence across a wide range of political spheres in the Nordic countries (Andersson 

& Howell, 2025, p. 1). In this thesis, neoliberalism is understood broadly as a historical and 

ideological context in which deregulated markets and free competition increasingly came to 

be regarded as solutions to political and social problems, with ideological roots in thinkers 

such as Friedrich Hayek and the Mont Pelerin Society (Andersson, 2023, p. 60). From this 

perspective, processes of cooperative degeneration may not only be understood as structural 

responses to market competition, but also as results of the internalisation of dominant 

political ideas. Consequently, processes of cooperative degeneration should be analysed as 

historically contingent, context-specific and actor-centred rather than as mechanical and 

deterministic responses to external factors. 
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3.4 From Determinism to Structures and Agency – an Ontological Position 

This thesis adopts an ontological position inspired by a combination of critical realism and 

constructivism, emphasising the interplay between structures and agency, in which both 

material conditions and social structures, as well as ideas and agency, are understood to have 

causal effects (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, pp. 196–197). Within a critical realist framework, 

social structures and human agency are understood as interacting in a dialectical relationship 

that is partly mediated through discourse (Blaikie, 2007, p. 150). In other words, historically 

shaped social structures influence how people understand the world, how they speak and act 

within it, while actors simultaneously transform these structures over time. Given the central 

role of actors in reproducing or transforming social practices, the analysis needs to attend to 

historically and contextually contingent processes, including how actors construct and frame 

meaning within existing structures, rather than relying on universal predictions or 

explanations (Blaikie, 2007, pp. 161–162). Yet, this thesis, in line with scholars such as 

Norman Fairclough and Roy Bhaskar, rejects a complete relativism in which all descriptions 

of reality are considered equally valid, as this would ultimately undermine the possibility of 

critical discourse analysis (Blaikie, 2007, p. 150; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, pp. 196–197). 

Therefore, in this thesis, the explanatory role of market structures is not rejected but rather 

complemented by an analysis of how actors within the cooperative movement interpreted and 

responded to institutional changes and ideological transformations.  

3.5 Analytical Operationalisation 

This thesis analyses discourse within LRF in light of the competing cooperative spirits 

outlined above. Based on these stylised rationalities, the analysis examines how the balance 

between different cooperative rationalities shifts during a period of institutional upheaval.​

​ First, the analysis explores whether a deregulated and globalised market is constructed 

primarily as a threat or an opportunity. Is it represented as a threat to democracy and 

autonomy, in line with a Proudhonian spirit, or as a threat to social and environmental values, 

in line with a Polanyian spirit? Or is it instead understood as an opportunity for expansion, 

efficiency and increased profitability, in line with a Smithian spirit?​

​ Secondly, the analysis examines how cooperative values and practices are articulated, 

rearticulated and justified. Are they presented as intrinsic principles grounded in cooperative 

ideals such as autonomy and solidarity, or as instrumental values subject to modification in 

order to facilitate market integration and profit maximisation? The analysis also pays 
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attention to how farmers are constructed in the material, particularly whether they are 

represented as vulnerable actors in need of protection from market forces, in line with a 

Polanyian spirit, or as entrepreneurial subjects expected to adapt to competition and improve 

efficiency, in line with a Smithian spirit.​

​ Finally, the third research question examines whether the changing cooperative 

principles and practices during this period should be understood as a process of degeneration, 

according to the definition presented above. If so, the analysis explores whether the 

degeneration should be interpreted as a consequence of increased external market pressure, in 

line with the Marxist degeneration thesis, or rather as an outcome of increased internal 

heterogeneity, ambitions to improve organisational legitimacy or as a part of a broader 

ideological neoliberal transformation. 

4. Method  

Building on the theoretical framework outlined above, this thesis employs a 

discourse-oriented approach, in combination with metaphor analysis and ideal types, to 

examine how actors within the cooperative movement articulate the market order and 

cooperative values. The analysis pays particular attention to the use of metaphors and how 

these are to be understood in relation to the competing cooperative rationalities depicted 

above. The analysis borrows key concepts from Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). 

Fairclough (1993, p. 135) defines the order of discourse of a particular domain as “the totality 

of its discursive practices, and the relationship between them”. In this thesis, competing 

cooperative rationalities or spirits are used as analytical tools for examining shifts within the 

order of discourse of the cooperative movement. The concepts of articulation and 

rearticulation are also employed to capture how cooperative principles are transformed 

(Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 63). Through articulation and rearticulation, actors may seek 

to transform the meanings of central concepts, such as cooperative solidarity, and thereby 

reshape the order of discourse itself – redefining which overarching values are regarded as 

most central within the cooperative movement (ibid., p. 70). 

4.1 Metaphor Analysis  

The analysis of the discourse will direct particular attention to the use of metaphors, as they 

constitute a transfer of meaning from one domain to another. The thesis follows linguist 

Jonathan Charteris-Black’s (2004, p. 21) definition of a metaphor as “a linguistic 

representation that results from the shift in the use of a word or phrase from the context or 
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domain in which it is expected to occur to another context or domain where it is not expected 

to occur, thereby causing semantic tension”. Charteris-Black (2004, p. 30) argues that 

“[m]etaphor is one of these conscious linguistic choices that conceals underlying social 

processes, and metaphor analysis [...] can aid identification of implicit textual content.” The 

analysis of metaphors follows three steps – first identification of metaphors, followed by 

identification of conceptual metaphors and analysis of the meaning in relation to the 

discursive practice (ibid., pp. 34–41). A conceptual metaphor names the underlying idea that 

makes several metaphorical expressions coherent. ​

​ Apart from metaphors, the analysis will also direct particular attention to the use of 

historical and literary references as a form of intertextuality (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 

7). Explicit references to historical events and literature, as well as quotes from public 

figures, imply a transfer of meaning that sheds light on the underlying ideological dimensions 

within the text and discursive practices.   

4.2 Ideal Types of Cooperative Ideology 

The aim of this thesis is to analyse the discourse within LRF in light of the ideal-typical 

cooperative rationalities outlined in the theoretical framework. Derived from Max Weber, 

ideal types have been widely used in cooperative studies to identify different and sometimes 

contradictory rationalities (see for example van der Ploeg, 2021; Popp-Madsen et al., 2022, 

pp. 4–5). Combined with discourse analysis, the ideal types serve as transparent analytical 

tools for identifying competing views, contradictions and shifting understandings within the 

cooperative movement, while also enabling comparison between cases and developments 

over time (Bucheli & Wadhwani, 2013, p. 111 ff.; Mahoney & Thelen, 2010).​

​ However, the analysis does not assume a coherent or unified cooperative ideology. As 

Popp-Madsen et al. (2022, p. 4) argue, cooperatives are characterised by “a huge variation in 

socio-economic purposes and motivation”. The ideal types are therefore not used as a fixed 

taxonomy for categorising actors or organisations, but as theoretical tools for analysing the 

“changing shades of grey” between different rationalities (van der Ploeg, 2021, p. 36). The 

analysis focuses on how these rationalities are discursively articulated, contested and 

rearticulated within an evolving order of discourse. 

5. Source Material  

The research process began with a broad search through LRF’s archive, at the Centre for 

Business History in Stockholm. The first aim was to gain an overview of the main debates at 
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the time, and then a move on to a more narrow focus on cooperative ideas and principles. 

There is a vast amount of material from these years, ranging from official documents such as 

referral responses, official statements and debates, economic reports and speeches from 

various occasions to internal documents, such as letters, meeting notes and invitations to 

meetings and celebrations etc. As the focus of the thesis lies in capturing how LRF as an 

organisation conceptualised the changing institutional order as well as how cooperative 

values transformed, a main interest has been directed towards official and central documents 

and statements with relevance to cooperative ideas. Thus, a purposeful selection was applied, 

in combination with a selection based on previous research, where the material to be analysed 

was gathered by relevance to the topic for the thesis, regarding cooperative ideas and 

principles in relation to market adjustments. Three main sources has been found particularly 

revealing and relevant for this study on cooperative values;  

1.​ Opening speeches by the head of the board, Bo Dockered, during the annual meetings 

within LRF between 1989 and 1995.  

While the opening speeches by Bo Dockered are not to be interpreted as completely defining 

LRF as an organisation, and even less so for the cooperative movement at large, they are still 

central and important documents. As the head of the board Bo Dockered represents the 

leadership within the organisation and sets the direction for the organisation. Directed from 

the top toward LRFs members, these speeches set the scene for the discussion within LRF, 

seeking to define the problem formulations as well as the possible solutions, defining the 

order of discourse within the organisation. In previous research it has also been suggested 

that Dockered personally has had a highly influential role in the formation of LRF as an 

organisation, making it relevant to closely investigate how he (re-)articulated cooperative 

values (Öberg, 1994, pp. 201–206). In the internal weekly magazine as well as in the 

educational material, there are plenty of intertextual references to and quotes from the 

speeches, indicating that these speeches were seen as central for the organisation. The 

speeches are between seven (Dockered, 1992) and seventeen (Dockered, 1989) pages long.  

2.​ Educational material on cooperative principles and business strategies, from 1990 and 

1993.  

Lathund för informatörer om förutsättningarna för lantbrukare [Guide for communicators on 

the conditions facing farmers] (Lantbrukarnas Riksförbund [LRF], 1990a), is a guide 

developed centrally within LRF. This presentation, including over-head-pictures, was sent out 
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internally within the organisation, to be used to inform farmers on the new market situation, 

the track change and open up for discussions on opportunities. Although, to what extent it 

was used is hard to confirm. ​

​ Idéer som håller. Varför ska vi samarbeta? Hur ska vi samarbeta? [Ideas that last. 

Why should we cooperate? How should we cooperate?] (LRF, 1993a) is an educational and 

informational material, consisting of four chapters and 32 pages, also developed centrally 

within LRF, to be used in education on cooperative principles and practices within the 

cooperatives. The material is the result of an assignment from the annual meeting in 1992 

(LRF, 1993b, pp. 11–12); “to vigorously continue the cooperative ideological debate and 

clarify the principle of cooperation in a changing environment”. According to the Annual 

report from 1993 (ibid.) the material was being used in education already in 1992, before the 

publication. The importance of this educational booklet is repeatedly emphasised in the 

Annual Reports, as the material is used at educational events for cooperative business leaders, 

for young farmers as well as at conferences and specific course events on cooperative ideas 

with hundreds of participants (LRF, 1994, p. 12; LRF, 1995, p. 14). Thus, this document is 

seen as one of the most central source material, given the internal emphasis on its importance.  

3.​ The internal weekly magazine, Land Lantbruk 

The national weekly magazine Land Lantbruk, owned by LRF, is an internal but public arena 

for the cooperative movement to discuss and debate the role of farmers, political and 

economic development and new technology. In previous research it has been suggested that 

the leaders within LRF used the internal media infrastructure to communicate, discuss and 

anchor strategic decisions internally (Flygare & Isacson, 2003, pp. 262–264). A particular 

focus was directed to the magazine in relation to the track change, and the first years – 1989 

to 1991 – and a particular focus was directed to debates and comments from the board on 

cooperative principles in relation to the political turmoil. ​

​ Unless otherwise stated, all translations from Swedish are my own.2  

5.1 Case Selection and Limitations 

It is important to note that LRF was not itself a producer cooperative. However, as the 

dominant farmers’ organisation in Sweden, with extensive organisational infrastructure and 

influence at both local and national levels, much of the political and ideological debate 

2 ChatGPT has been used for language support, grammar and sentence structure. Excel and Google Drive have 
been employed in order to store, code and sort source material. 
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surrounding farming and cooperative practices was channelled through LRF. During the 

corporatist era, LRF represented farmers collectively and mediated between agricultural 

cooperatives and the political sphere. The ways in which LRF conceptualised and legitimised 

cooperative values and practices are therefore highly relevant. In this sense, LRF can be 

understood as a central ideological and organisational coordinator within the Swedish 

agricultural cooperative movement.3​

​ Further studies could investigate whether, and to what extent, individual member 

cooperatives followed the same lines of argument as LRF regarding cooperative values. More 

broadly, this thesis examines the dominant organisational direction in these debates. This 

does not imply that farmers and cooperative members lacked diverse or conflicting opinions 

regarding how the new political order should be addressed or how cooperative values ought 

to be articulated under changing conditions. Rather, the opposite was often the case. Land 

Lantbruk contains a wide range of perspectives from farmers that would be highly valuable to 

investigate in further research.​

​ In this thesis, the agricultural cooperative movement is largely equated with LRF’s 

member base since all main agricultural cooperatives in Sweden were members of LRF. 

However, there were also a few smaller and considerably less influential alternative 

organisations that promoted different approaches both to agricultural practices and 

cooperative ideas (Rydén, 2005, pp. 257–259). 

6. Empirical Findings  

This section presents the empirical analysis of speeches and official documents within LRF 

between 1989 and 1995. It examines how the opening of the agricultural market was 

understood within the organisation, particularly whether it was framed as an opportunity for 

expansion or as a threat to cooperative ideals such as democracy, autonomy and solidarity. 

The section further analyses how cooperative values and practices were rearticulated in 

relation to the changing institutional order, with particular attention to metaphors and 

intertextual references.​

​ Before presenting the empirical analysis, a brief historical contextualisation is 

provided together with an introduction to three conceptual metaphors central to the analysis. 

3 See Appendix A for an overview of LRF as an organisation during the late 1980s.  
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6.1 A brief Historical Context  

The agricultural reforms adopted by the Swedish parliament in 1990 aimed to replace a 

system of state-regulated prices and surplus management with a market-oriented framework 

in which production and prices were to be governed by demand. The 1990 reform involved 

three central elements: a dismantling of the state-managed system for price regulation and 

surplus management, a reduction of import protection and a stricter competition law aimed at 

increased competition (Svensson & Pettersson, 2024, pp. 63 ff.). These changes were to be 

introduced gradually from the first of July in 1991. The reforms followed a decade of 

growing criticism towards the corporatist system, overproduction and high food prices in 

Sweden, as well as what was perceived as a disproportionately strong political position for 

farmers in relation to consumers (Eriksson & Lundin, 2025, pp. 57 ff.; Flygare & Isacson, 

2003, pp. 249–255).​

​ However, the liberalisation was never fully implemented. Several regulatory systems, 

particularly within the grain and dairy sectors, remained during a transitional period 

alongside regional subsidies and temporary support programs. Following Sweden’s entry into 

the EU in 1995, the ongoing liberalisation process was partly reconfigured through 

integration into the regulatory and subsidy framework of the Common Agricultural Policy 

within the EU (Flygare & Isacson, 2003, pp. 255–257). These structural transformations 

formed the conditions under which cooperative principles and identities were subsequently 

rearticulated.​

​ That the late 1980s constituted a dramatic turning point for the farmers’ organisations, 

was clearly reflected in the language used to describe both the political situation and the 

emerging market order. In 1989 LRF voted unanimously to pursue a strategic reorientation, a 

track change, where LRF agreed to support the government's plans for deregulation in 

exchange for transitional support measures (Flygare & Isacson, 2003, pp. 250–253). During 

the opening speech at the extra annual meeting in 1989, the corporatist agreement was 

described by the chairman of the board, Bo Dockered, as “an old 1950s aircraft” that the 

farmers could not “follow as it crashes to the ground” (Forsberg et al., 1989, p. 5). This 

metaphor signalled a broader discursive shift, framing the existing system as acutely obsolete 

and thereby legitimising the need for transformation. The period between the parliamentary 

decision to deregulate the agricultural sector in 1990 and its subsequent re-regulation 

following Sweden’s entry into the EU in 1995 was characterised by political uncertainty and 

rapid institutional change. With the end of the corporatist era, an internal process was 
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initiated within the cooperative movement to redefine its role, principles and strategies under 

new market conditions.  

6.2 Conceptual Metaphors – a Journey, a Fight and Unpredictable Weather Forecasts 

While the source material, particularly the speeches, contains extensive use of figurative and 

symbolic language, three conceptual metaphors stand out as especially prominent throughout 

the material.​

​ The first recurrent conceptual metaphor in the source material depicts politics as a 

journey. This is particularly evident in the early phase, when a new direction was set –going 

from a regulated system with its roots in the 1930s, towards market liberalism at the end of 

the century. As the chairman on the board within LRF, Bo Dockered, sought to convince 

members to support the track change, the conceptual metaphor was used in various ways to 

convince and depict the liberal market as the only way forward. In his speech during the 

annual meeting in 1989, Dockered (1989, p. 4) stated that concurrent international 

developments “effectively tears down the bridges to the past” and that there was “only one 

way forward”. Using the bridge as a metaphor gave politics physical direction, connecting 

time and space, with clear connotations to an idea of modernity (Charteris-Black, 2004, p. 13, 

preface). In portraying the liberal and global market as the only way forward, the head of the 

board sought to define the order of discourse, excluding other possible ways to approach the 

future apart from accepting the liberal order (Jørgensen & Phillis, 2002, p. 62). The same 

conceptual metaphor became a major theme in Dockered’s speech in 1990 (p. 1), a speech 

with the headline “New shoes always rub at first”. New shoes in this context referred to the 

market adaptation that could be unpleasant in the beginning but was something unavoidable 

that the farmers needed to get used to. The conceptual metaphor was used again in 

Dockered's speech in 1992 (p. 1), a speech with the headline “Swedish farmers – one step 

ahead”, referring to the need for farmers to be one step ahead of competitors in terms of 

market adoption. ​

​ A second prominent set of metaphors regarded metaphors of the market as a sport, a 

war or a fight, in line with a broader conceptual metaphor depicting the capitalist market as a 

physical conflict (Charteris-Black, 2004, p. 168–169). Already in 1989 the new market order 

was portrayed as a wrestling game; “If we fail to meet consumer demands [...] our 

competitors will pin us to the mat” (Dockered, 1989, p. 11). In relation to the sport metaphors 

physical strength was repeatedly used to describe what was needed to meet the market. The 

single farmers were portrayed as weak; “Many factors mean that farmers have a 
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fundamentally very weak position” (ibid, p. 12) while the cooperation gave strength; “For 

members, owning a share in processing provides strength” (ibid., p. 11). Actors operating in 

the market were repeatedly referred to as players or competitors; “Competition forces all 

competitors to sharpen their edge for the struggle.” (ibid., p. 17). The sport metaphor was 

further developed as the economic cooperation was compared to a team sport (Lantbrukarnas 

Riksförbund [LRF], 1993a, p. 28); “Goal scorers, tireless midfielders, defensive anchors. We 

are all dependent on one another. [...] But this does not prevent individual efforts from also 

creating opportunities and scoring goals.” These sports metaphors emphasised increasing 

competition and the importance of building a competitive and high-performing cooperative 

movement.​

​ A last theme, not as frequently used in the sources, belongs to the conceptual 

metaphor of the market as the weather. In the educational material for informants on the new 

market situation from 1990 (LRF, 1990a, p. 1), the state as well as the market were described 

as “greater forces”, just like “the weather”, that the farmers needed to prepare for and adapt to 

– but that were beyond their powers to control. The conceptual metaphor of the market as the 

weather supports the notion of the market order as an unpredictable external force, in line 

with the metaphor of liberalisations as the only way forward, beyond the farmers (and 

potentially even beyond human) ability to redirect or influence (see Schwarzkopf, 2022, pp. 

437–438).  

6.3 Constructing the Market – Between Threat and Opportunity 

Throughout the period the emerging market was consistently depicted in a dual sense, both as 

a threat and as an opportunity for agricultural cooperatives. This dual framing reflected an 

unresolved tension, in which the market was simultaneously constructed as a threat and an 

opportunity, without stabilising into a coherent position. The first chapter of the educational 

material on cooperative principles (LRF, 1993a, p. 5) was titled “Brave New World…”, a 

clear reference to the dystopian novel by Aldous Huxley (1932).4 This novel depicts a 

technologically driven and highly centralised and hierarchical society where rationality and 

efficiency completely dominates human relations and emotions. The reference is notable 

given the rapid technological transformations within agriculture during the late twentieth 

century, not least in relation to genetic modification of plants and animals and the growing 

4 In a foreword written fifteen years after the original publication of Brave New World, Huxley (2003 [1932], p. 
11) describes a decentralised cooperative economy as a potential third alternative between the utopian and the 
primitive. He states that, had he rewritten the novel, he would have offered such a third alternative to the 
protagonist. 
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concentration of power within a small number of trading blocs – developments that were 

frequently discussed in Land Lantbruk (see for example Bersman, 1989, p. 21; Forlin, 1989, 

pp. 22–23). Under the heading “Brave New World…”, LRF presented descriptions of 

intensifying competition, technological change, growing consumer influence and increasing 

industrial control over commodity producers during what was described as the “crescendo” of 

the late twentieth century.​

​ However, there were also opportunities in the educational booklet – “For those who 

adjust, there are plenty of opportunities” – referring to 300 potential consumers within the 

EU, new agricultural products such as energy crops, for forestry and new technology adopted 

for small scale businesses (ibid.). This dual framing suggested that the opening of the market 

was understood not only as a risk, but also as an opportunity that had to be embraced in order 

to enable renewal and growth. The various opportunities and threats will be presented below.  

6.3.1 The Market as an Opportunity – Parallel Strategies of Expansion and Localism  

Two main themes of opportunity could be derived from the sources, somewhat contradictory 

– to scaling up as well as scaling down. First, most prominently and importantly, lay the 

emphasis on the opportunity and obligation to merge, increase efficiency and expand. Bo 

Dockered (1990, p. 4) noted: 

People in Sweden are already well-fed. Taking the dairy sector as an example, any change 
from a 100 percent market share can only move in one direction – downwards. Nevertheless, I 
am convinced that our dairy industry will expand, develop and market new products, increase 
sales in monetary terms, and generate higher returns for its owners. 

Expansion, however, was not primarily to be achieved through increased production volumes, 

but through higher value-added, product development and new commercial strategies. Given 

that prices would no longer be negotiated between the state and LRF, and that the state was 

set to gradually dismantle its responsibility for agricultural surpluses beginning in 1991 

following the deregulation decision in 1990, LRF needed to identify new market outlets 

(Flygare & Isacson, 2003, p. 254). Drawing parallels from other industries, Dockered (1990, 

p. 4), illustrated the shift in logic; “The clothing industry has long recognised that the 

Swedish population already has enough clothes to avoid freezing – yet this does not prevent 

the sale of new garments every season.” ​

​ This can be seen as part of a broader shift at the time, from a focus on production to 

commercialisation and branding, relocating value creation from production volumes to 

market positioning. For the cooperative milk industry, with a market share close to one 
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hundred percent in Sweden, opportunities for further domestic expansion were limited 

(Micheletti, 1990, p. 155). Growth therefore increasingly depended on product development, 

changing consumption patterns and access to export markets. Several other agricultural 

cooperatives faced similar conditions (ibid.). The emphasis to “generate higher returns for its 

owners” reflects a shift in language, framing the cooperative increasingly in terms of a 

joint-stock company, where members were positioned as owners seeking to maximise returns 

from their processing industry. Not primarily for increased productivity, but for marketing 

and product development, the cooperative needed to consolidate and grow; “Only by growing 

[...] can we acquire the resources needed for product development and the marketing efforts 

required” (Dockered, 1989, p. 14). Branding and product development were not only put 

forward as opportunities for the milk industry but also for forestry and poultry cooperatives 

(see for example Dockered, 1991, p. 5 and LRF, 1993a, p. 15).​

​ In contrast to the ambition to expand, a second opportunity was consistently put 

forward: to pursue small-scale and local activities. In the informational material to farmers on 

the transition from 1990 (LRF, 1990a, p. 1), farmers were presented with a choice: “Every 

farmer faces a choice. For many, this means investing even more in agricultural production. 

For others, it is a matter of identifying and choosing alternative activities.” The opportunities 

suggested ranged from tourism and recreation to entry into municipal service sectors that 

were increasingly opened to private competition, including road maintenance and other 

locally provided services (ibid., p. 10). This turn towards local and environmentally friendly 

production could be interpreted as a strengthening of a Polanyian rationality, emphasising 

environmental protection and community, as well as a Proudhonian spirit, emphasising 

decentralisation. However, it was clarified in 1993 that “small-scale production cannot 

replace large-scale, industrially oriented production”, particularly as metropolitan centres 

required “large volumes and significant resources” (LRF, 1993a, pp. 15–16). Taken together, 

the turn to the local might also be interpreted as an opt-out strategy – an opportunity and 

encouragement for those unwilling or unable to participate in the competitive expansion, to 

participate in the fight, to withdraw from it. Thus, two parallel strategies emerged, and a dual 

development – either to expand and compete in the international competition or to localise 

and find alternative small scale business opportunities. ​

​ The realisation of the new market strategies, both in relation to scaling up and scaling 

down, was consistently framed as contingent upon a fundamental redefinition of the farmer to 

an entrepreneurial and market-oriented actor (see for example Dockered, 1991, p. 7). In this 

process the responsibility for renewal and success was to a large extent redirected internally 
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from the cooperation to the individual farmer. The old regulated system was recurrently 

portrayed as a cage from which farmers needed to break free mentally in order to see 

opportunities and take their future in their own hands. The cage metaphor appeared both 

visually and in written form in educational material presented to farmers in 1990 (LRF, 

1990a, p. 13; see picture in Appendix B). Similar language also appeared in internal media 

and public speeches, where internal critics were described as “prisoners of the old system” 

(Widman, 1990, p. 1) and farmers as the “true prisoners of the regulations” (Dockered, 

1995b, p. 9). Dockered (1991, p. 7) stated that “only those who take charge of their own 

problems and opportunities will be able to assert themselves, now as in the future”. ​

​ However, farmers in geographically remote parts of Sweden, particularly in Norrland 

and on the islands of Öland and Gotland, were consistently treated as exceptions and 

regarded as continuously dependent on state protection (Dockered, 1990, p. 8). While the 

vulnerability of farmers in these areas was acknowledged, responsibility for their continued 

survival was framed as resting with the state, and later with the EU, rather than with the 

cooperative movement (Dockered, 1995a, p. 4). 

6.3.2 The Entrepreneurial Farmer and Sustainability as New Marketing Strategies 

The “new business farmer” was also to be mobilised in communication, as the board 

identified the farmer as a strategic resource and public “symbol” enjoying strong legitimacy 

among consumers (Dockered, 1991, pp. 4, 6). Accordingly, farmers were encouraged to work 

more “quietly” and leave the “pushing on buttons” to professionals within LRF, particularly 

with regard to marketing and strategic communication (ibid., p. 6). Older forms of protest and 

civil disobedience were increasingly portrayed as counterproductive to the new marketing 

strategies and harmful to consumer confidence. Dockered was clearly responding to the 

considerable unrest among farmers at the time, where some farmers expressed willingness to 

engage in civil disobedience and even “rattle the bars a few months” in protest against 

government policies (Karlsson, 1990, p. 8). A tension therefore emerged between the 

marketing image of self-governed entrepreneurial farmers on the one hand and the 

depoliticisation of the farmer, the increasing internal professionalisation and centralisation on 

the other.​

​ In line with this rearticulation of the farmer, the cooperative movement was 

encouraged to move away from “the image of an insensitive industrialised agriculture” in 

favour of a new image of Swedish agriculture as “consumer-oriented, environmentally 

friendly and small-scale” (Dockered, 1991, p. 4). This strategy was further consolidated in 
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1993 (Dockered, 1993, pp. 4–5), when the slogan “Sweden’s farmers – towards the world’s 

most sustainable agriculture” was introduced as a long-term communicative umbrella.​

​ Animal welfare regulations were tightened in Sweden during the late 1980s, reforms 

that many members within LRF initially viewed with scepticism (Svensson & Pettersson, 

2024, p. 223; Larsson, 1989, p. 8). Following the track change, however, Dockered (1989, p. 

14; 1991, p. 5) urged farmers to reinterpret environmental and animal welfare regulations as 

strategic market resources rather than external constraints. Regulations were thus increasingly 

framed as tools for differentiation and international competitiveness for Swedish agriculture 

rather than merely as burdens imposed on producers (Dockered, 1991, pp. 4–5; LRF, 1993a, 

pp. 8–9). Environmental responsibility and strict regulation thereby became articulated as 

market assets, suggesting a synthesis in which environmental values were increasingly 

incorporated into a market-oriented rationality of competitiveness. Similar tendencies could 

also be observed within the consumer cooperative movement during this period, where 

environmental concerns emerged both as cooperative values and as market strategies (Friberg 

et al., 2012, p. 255). 

6.3.3 The Market as a Threat – Import Companies, The New Competition law and 

Dependency  

Amongst the many threats identified within the cooperative movement increased competition 

from import companies, the new competition law and the risk of facing marginalisation and 

dependency appears as the most central. ​

​ First and foremost the increased competition from import companies were 

consistently portrayed as a potential threat. War metaphors were used to portray the 

agricultural sectors in other countries. The former Soviet states, the Danes and the Dutch, as 

well as American export companies were all described as planning offensives against the 

Swedish market as it was to be opened (LRF, 1993a, p. 8). Particularly the Danish dairy 

sector was described as “standing at the border” waiting to take on “what they call their home 

market: Sweden” (ibid., pp. 7–8). At the European level the “map is redrawn”, according to 

the educational booklet, as mergers and alliances were built between international “giants” 

(ibid.). The sport and the journey metaphors were combined in the metaphor of the European 

market as a Formula One race  (LRF, 1993a, p. 7);  

Like Formula One drivers, who push themselves to the limit during practice laps to secure the 
best possible starting position, large international food companies compete for dominant 
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positions in markets and product areas. On 1 January 1993, the so-called European internal 
market was opened. It is the market-dominant actors who can expect to earn the big profits. 

Besides competing export companies, consumers were no longer portrayed as local 

“housewives” at the marketplace, but increasingly as large and dominant national and 

international retail actors (ibid., p. 12). LRF thus contrasted an idealised image of an older 

local market, in which producers sold directly to consumers, with a modern market 

increasingly dominated by international trading blocs and large-scale retailers, marginalising 

farmers. Among these were Dagab and KF in Sweden, and Unilever and Nestlé 

internationally, actors portrayed as threatening the balance between producers and consumers 

(ibid.).​

​ Secondly, state authorities were increasingly perceived as a threat to the cooperative 

movement. The concern was not primarily directed at the deregulation itself, but at the 

tightening of competition law during the late 1980s and early 1990s, to align with stricter 

EU-regulations (Nordell, 2020, pp. 14–15). The new legislation, which came into force in 

1991, sought to restrict coordinated forms of cooperation considered harmful to competition, 

including market-sharing arrangements, collective export financing, and certain forms of 

horizontal and vertical integration within the agricultural sector (Svensson & Pettersson, 

2024, pp. 88–91). Given the dominant market position of many agricultural cooperatives in 

Sweden, the reforms also threatened future mergers and coordinated forms of cooperation 

within the cooperative movement.​

​ From the perspective of the cooperative movement, however, continuous cooperation, 

increased integration and mergers were regarded as necessary responses to growing 

international competition. As a result, the new competition law was perceived as a challenge 

to the cooperative form itself – an attack on cooperation as such – within the cooperative 

movement. Complaints regarding the competition legislation became a recurring theme in 

Dockered’s speeches, as well as in internal debates and news articles during this period (see 

for example “Stoppa lagen mot samarbete!”, 1989). Dockered (1990, pp. 10–11) explained: 

From having been an ideologically celebrated form of enterprise [...] [the cooperation] has, 
almost overnight, come to be regarded as nearly criminal. [...] If it is the political intention, 
through a new competition law, to put agricultural cooperation out of play – to eliminate us 
before we have even had the chance to test our strength in a new situation – then it is not only 
the cooperatives that are being targeted; it is the farmer himself. 

In opposing further tightening of the competition law, the cooperative movement can be 

interpreted as aligning with a Proudhonian spirit, emphasising the right to cooperate and 
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contract 5rather than accepting the obligation to compete with one another, thereby 

challenging the primacy of free competition and state authority.​

​ A third perceived threat within the cooperative movement was the fear of losing 

autonomy. A recurrent theme, in line with a Proudhonian spirit, was the risk of becoming 

“marginalised, powerless and perpetually poor suppliers of raw materials to private industries 

or well-organised trading blocs” (Dockered, 1990, p. 11). In this dystopian scenario, farmers 

would increasingly become dependent on contract production, forced to “sign a contract” and 

“comply with detailed regulations regarding sowing and cultivation” imposed by external 

actors (LRF, 1993a, p. 10). This concern can be understood in light of internal surveys from 

the period, where a clear majority of farmers identified themselves as small business owners 

rather than wage-workers (Johansson, 1989, pp. 1, 4). Parallels were also drawn to farmers in 

developing countries who were dependent on fluctuating world market prices for a small 

number of commodities (LRF, 1993a, p. 15). Preserving producer autonomy therefore 

became closely tied to the ambition to consolidate cooperative market power and compete 

internationally. 

6.3.4 The Market as a Threat on Societal Level – National Security and Environmental 

Collapse  

Beyond threats affecting the farmers’ movement, there was also a discussion on threats 

related to national security and self-sufficiency as well as threats to the environment (see for 

example LRF, 1991, pp. 4–7). In a very critical passage the whole Western society was 

criticised by Bo Dockered (1992, p. 3) in a discourse of ecological integration, akin to the 

reasoning of Karl Polanyi or ecological economics (see for example Daly, 1991, ch. 1), where 

the separation between economy and ecology was treated as both artificial and unsustainable; 

This artificial division between hard and soft values, between economy and ecology, is one of 
the greatest mistakes of Western culture and market economics. Only through a development 
in which the distinction between soft and hard values dissolves and loses its significance – 
where technology and nature, ethics and economy, exist in symbiosis – can we achieve 
long-term sustainable development in the world and in our societies. 

In an optimistic concluding remark, Dockered (1992, p. 3) expressed hopes that cooperatives 

could help bridge this divide through a green economy based on circular resource flows. This 

discourse reflected a scepticism towards the separation between economy and ecology within 

modern market society, resembling a Polanyian critique of disembedded market rationality. 

5An internal survey conducted in 1989, based on responses from 679 farmers across all regions of Sweden, 
examined whether farmers primarily identified themselves as small business owners or as wage-workers. 
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At the same time, however, Dockered did not fundamentally reject the compatibility between 

ecological sustainability, technological development and competitive market relations. 

Rather, the cooperative movement was presented as a means of reconciling economic 

development with ecological and social responsibility. 

6.4 Rearticulating Cooperative Principles and Practices 

In Bo Dockered’s speech from 1991 (p. 6) he stated that “[a] stronger emphasis on market 

thinking and greater business orientation means that we must fundamentally reassess the 

validity and application of cooperative principles in our specific form of cooperation”. In 

1991 Dockered (p. 9) further stated that the agricultural cooperative movement in Sweden 

should leave the international cooperative alliance, ICA – “something we should in fact have 

done a long time ago”. Dockered motivated this turn away from the cooperative international 

community by describing ICA as “[...] increasingly dominated by cooperatives that are linked 

to, for us, foreign and alien political ideologies, many of which are part of their countries’ 

socialist systems” (ibid.). Instead Dockered (ibid., p. 10) proposed that the cooperatives in 

Sweden needed to develop their own version of cooperative principles, where the 

entrepreneur was to be given a central place. The turn away from ICA in 1991, was followed 

by an intensified internal discussion on cooperative principles – debated at internal 

conferences, educational events and during various local and national meetings during the 

following years (LRF, 1993b, pp. 11–12; LRF, 1994, p. 12; LRF, 1995, p. 14). 

6.4.1 Relative and Potentially Harmful Cooperative Ideas 

In order to be able to rearticulate what cooperative principles are and what they ought to be, a 

recurrent theme was to emphasize that cooperative values were to be seen as relative rather 

than absolute. In the educational material on cooperative principles (LRF, 1993a, p. 21) an 

analogy was made between the absurdities of an old Swedish law and the contingency of 

moral principles;  

Killing a man from Västergötland carried a much harsher penalty than killing a man from 
Småland. Such was justice in the 13th century according to the Västgöta Law. This shows that 
what is perceived as just can change over time. 

Similar tendencies could be observed across several sources, where cooperative principles 

were increasingly presented as historically contingent rather than fixed. Dockered (Forsberg, 

1989, p. 5), for example, argued that cooperative ideology should not be abandoned, but 

reinterpreted in ways compatible with changing market conditions. Fundamental cooperative 
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principles were thus increasingly presented as adaptable rather than fixed.​

​ Cooperative principles were not only relativised; they were also portrayed as 

potentially harmful. The cage metaphor reappeared in a slightly different form, as cooperative 

ideas were described as a potential “straitjacket” that might inhibit new thinking or “hinder” 

commercial ambitions (LRF, 1993a, p. 28). Likewise, jantelagen [a social norm discouraging 

individuals from standing out] should not be allowed to prevail, as it risked “curtailing future 

opportunities” (ibid., p. 22). As society increasingly embraced a liberal market economy, 

membership in cooperatives was expected to depend less on collective or normative 

commitments of the kind associated with the 1930s, and more on whether cooperation was 

perceived as “the best economic alternative” (Dockered, 1989, p. 14). In this sense, 

cooperative ideology was increasingly portrayed as needing to be rearticulated in order to 

remain aligned with the prevailing social and economic values of the time. The Swedish 

consumer cooperative movement was repeatedly invoked as a negative example, portrayed as 

trapped in a “grey area” between market rationalities and cooperative ideology (see, for 

example, Dockered, 1990, p. 6). By contrast, the Danish dairy cooperative MD was 

consistently presented as a successful and respected example that Swedish agricultural 

cooperatives should follow (LRF, 1993a, p. 14). 

6.4.2 Rearticulation of Cooperative Principles – Solidarity and Responsibility  

During the state-managed system, LRF and the cooperative movement at large had a joint 

responsibility within the subgovernment for negotiating regulations and commodity prices 

with the government on behalf of all farmers (Micheletti, 1990, pp. 124–126). In the 

liberalised market, by contrast, prices were instead to be determined by demand, meaning that 

this collective responsibility had to be rearticulated. ​

​ A longer discussion on solidarity took place in the educational material on 

cooperative principles from 1993 (LRF, 1993a, pp. 27–28). Here, intertextual references were 

drawn to the ongoing deregulation and marketisation of the Swedish postal and 

telecommunications sectors, highlighting an emerging dilemma of solidarity and 

responsibility. Questions were raised as to whether formerly state-run service providers 

should continue bearing the costs of socially necessary but unprofitable services, such as rural 

mail delivery and public payphones, while privately owned competitors were free to 

“cherry-pick the most profitable segments” (ibid., p. 28). In relation to agricultural 

cooperatives, a similar concern emerged regarding whether cooperatives should continue 
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carrying broader social and economic responsibilities after the dismantling of the corporatist 

system, while competitors could focus exclusively on profitable market segments. This 

dilemma was addressed through a re-examination of solidarity itself (ibid., p. 27): 

Solidarity – to support one another – is also one of the ideological cornerstones of the 
cooperative movement. Here, however, difficult judgements are required. Is it solidarity to 
support unskilled farmers instead of allowing them to shift to more suitable activities? Is it 
solidarity to delay measures that may be painful in the short term but are necessary for 
development and survival? 

Rather than providing clear answers, the sources reveal a rearticulation of both solidarity and 

competence. Solidarity thus shifted from a Polanyian discourse of joint responsibility, 

community and collective obligation to a discourse aligned with a Smithian market-oriented 

rationality and an emphasis on personal responsibility. Likewise, competence and skill were 

increasingly rearticulated as profitable. ​

​ Following the rearticulation of solidarity and personal responsibility, various forms of 

internal incentive structures were discussed in order to encourage market adjustment among 

farmers and strengthen the most profitable farms. Most notably, the traditional principle of 

equal pricing was increasingly questioned and replaced by proposals for pricing based on 

performance and costs. This implied a shift away from the previous principle of one uniform 

price per unit delivered to the cooperative towards differentiated pricing depending on 

volume, quality and market demand. The stated aim was to ensure that each farmer carried 

their own costs, particularly by preventing larger farms from subsidising smaller and less 

profitable farms (LRF, 1993a, p. 23). ​

​ A second shift away from equal pricing concerned proposals for distance-based 

pricing, whereby farmers located further from urban centres received lower prices due to 

higher transport costs incurred by the cooperative (ibid., pp. 24–25). In practice, transport 

costs previously absorbed collectively by the cooperative were thereby redirected onto 

individual farmers. The discussion itself served to legitimise a broader shift towards 

cost-based rationalities, and similar practices were also implemented within Lantmännen, the 

dominant grain and agricultural supply cooperative, and to some extent within Arla during 

this period (Nilsson, 1994, pp. 118, 150). The growing legitimacy of distance-based pricing 

illustrated how cooperative principles of solidarity through equal treatment became 

increasingly subordinated to cost-based logics.​

​ Cooperation among cooperatives, an expression for solidarity amongst cooperators 

within different branches and one of the core principles articulated by the International 
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Cooperative Alliance, was also subject to rearticulation. Regarding future collaborations, 

LRF opened for closer engagement with international food companies, while expressing 

scepticism towards what was described as “ideologically motivated” cooperation with other 

cooperatives (Dockered, 1991, pp. 7–8). In particular, collaboration with the Swedish 

consumer cooperative was problematised due to its perceived association with social 

democratic ideology (ibid.). At the same time, in international expansion, the organisational 

form was framed as secondary to economic viability (ibid.). This suggested that cooperative 

enterprises might adopt corporate structures where deemed appropriate. Empirical studies of 

Arla Foods indicated that such differentiated approaches were applied across markets during 

the 1990s. While expanding abroad, Arla collaborated with other cooperatives in Western 

Europe, such as in France, while simultaneously expanding into former Eastern European 

markets through subsidiaries organised as joint-stock companies. In these contexts, farmers in 

former Eastern countries typically became suppliers rather than members and owners (Box et 

al., 2021, pp. 337–339). Cooperation was thus rearticulated as a conditional strategy, 

subordinated to considerations of economic efficiency and market expansion. 

6.4.3 Rearticulation of Cooperative Principles – Autonomy and Democracy 

Apart from a rearticulation of solidarity followed by adjustments to equal pricing, autonomy 

and democracy were also rearticulated. An important discussion concerned the practice of 

contract farming, meaning that the cooperative could specify production in terms of quantity 

and quality and formalise this through contracts with member farmers. This was a 

controversial issue, since contract farming reduced farmer autonomy – the ability to choose 

what to produce and how. Yet, according to the sources, contract farming was already 

commonly applied at the time, for example within the pork industry, and that contracts would 

probably be even more applicable as the cooperation sought to control the supply of 

agricultural products to the market (LRF, 1993a, pp. 25–26). Business administration scholar, 

Jerker Nilsson (1994, p. 18), has confirmed a comprehensive application of contract farming 

within several cooperatives at the time. Beyond reducing farmer autonomy, contract farming 

also introduced conditions for internal competition among farmers, as production became 

subject to contractual performance criteria. Through contract farming the cooperatives not 

merely incorporated a market discourse but also created an internal market situation. Even if 

contract farming was not new, the practice was increasingly legitimised in the educational 

material (LRF, 1993a, pp. 25–26).​
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​ Compared to the increasing flexibility surrounding internal cost structures, the 

ambition to preserve member ownership and resist external capital remained strong 

throughout the period. Bo Dockered only briefly and occasionally addressed the issue of 

limited access to capital in his speeches. This was particularly noteworthy given the 

challenges of raising capital within an expanding producer-owned industry – particularly as 

capital costs had increased considerably since the 1970s (Svensson & Pettersson, 2024, p. 

159). However, these challenges were addressed in the educational material in 1993 (LRF, 

1993a, pp. 17–18). Raising capital through subsidiaries was presented as a potential 

alternative, inspired by examples from farmers’ organisations in Finland. At the same time, 

there was a warning against the risk of diverging interests between the owners of subsidiaries 

and the farmers, which could potentially undermine cooperative autonomy. Cargill, one of the 

world’s largest multinational grain and meat-processing corporations, was presented as a 

positive example of a successful “family owned” company that had managed to expand 

without stock market listing. The example was particularly striking within a cooperative 

context, given Cargill’s historical role as a major actor in the development of global 

agro-industrial capitalism (McMichael, 2021, pp. 32, 55–56). ​

​ Democracy within the cooperatives – one member, one vote – was not questioned in 

the sources studied in this thesis. However, what constituted desirable democratic 

participation was discussed in light of the need to become more market-adjusted. On the one 

hand, farmers were encouraged to increase their engagement in the organisation through 

active participation at local, regional, and national assemblies (LRF, 1993a, p. 29). They were 

portrayed as competent actors, well educated and capable of taking initiative and 

participating in the governance of cooperative enterprises (ibid., p. 30). On the other hand, 

individual farmers were expected to recognise that boards and business leaders possessed a 

level of market overview that they themselves lacked. A warning was raised against forms of 

engagement that might “slow down” progress or even become “regressive”, drawing on the 

journey metaphor in which the liberal market path was presented as the only viable way 

forward. In this articulation, democratic participation should function as an “engine” driving 

“rapid strides forward”, rather than as a “brake” on progress within the cooperatives (ibid., p. 

31). Democracy was thus retained at a formal level, but rearticulated from a Proudhonian 

discourse of self-governance into a Smithian instrumental value oriented towards market 

competitiveness. 
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6.5 Walking Towards the EU  

Compared to the speeches' of 1989 to 1993 and their forward looking approach, the head of 

the board, Bo Dockered, used the speech during the annual meeting in 1994 and 1995 to look 

back and evaluate the past five years since the track change, before turning the gaze to the 

ongoing EU-process. The meeting in 1994 was held just a couple of months before the 

Swedish vote on EU membership and a new era for the farmers was about to begin – once 

again. Dockered (1994, p. 2) discussed what the track change had meant for the farmers 

mentality and what it meant in relation to the emerging EU market, if Sweden became a 

member – a membership that LRF was campaigning for; 

If the referendum results in a membership, the track change of 1989 will have fulfilled its 
most important mission: to prepare agriculture and the food industry for entry into the 
European market. We do not need to fear or resist joining the European Community. On the 
contrary, we can welcome it and work towards it. 

However, if Sweden joined the EU, the farmers were not to “revert to an old and outdated 

role, where we forget the market and instead rely on regulations and political control” 

(Dockered, 1994, p. 2). As opposed to other European farmers’ organisations, LRF would not 

seek to preserve what was but rather work for further political liberalisations (ibid.). Even if 

the EU membership was to provide a protected market and extensive subsidies, the 

cooperative movement would not conduct another track change – a redirection from a market 

oriented path. Dockered (1994, p. 9) argued;  

Our task must be to see through the political fog and chart the course for the future of the 
Swedish countryside. This is not the time for a new track change. The path we are on is a 
good one. But we must broaden it and convince more people that it is the right one.  

At this point considerable effort had been invested in establishing and legitimising the shift 

towards market oriented reforms. A renewed change of direction would have demanded a 

new internal anchoring process. Furthermore, the prospect of joining the EU was still guided 

by vast uncertainty, as portrayed in the weather metaphor of a political fog, which both 

acknowledged uncertainty and reinforced the need to maintain the direction. ​

​ The market direction was further confirmed and reinforced at the annual meeting in 

1995, when Sweden had entered into the EU, as Dockerd (1995, pp. 3–4) stated;  

We have also undergone a mental transformation. In broader terms, this concerns attitudes 
towards the structural transformation of the cooperatives, deregulation and bureaucracy 
versus market-oriented thinking. [...] There is no return to the illusory security of regulations. 
The market is where success is to be achieved. 
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The statement suggests that market adaptation was no longer presented merely as an 

economic necessity, but increasingly as an irreversible transformation of mentality and 

political rationality. References to the “illusory security of regulations” articulated the 

corporatist era as both unrealistic and outdated, while market-oriented thinking was 

articulated as the only viable path forward. In this sense, market adjustments were presented 

as a fundamental ideological and cultural transformation that should continue regardless of 

changing regulatory frameworks. 

6.6 Summary of Empirical Findings 

In summary the emerging globalised market for agricultural commodities was articulated as 

the only possible way forward. However, the market turn was characterised by fight and vast 

uncertainty. In order to meet the emerging market two alternatives were articulated, to expand 

– merge, increase efficiency and invest in product development and marketing, or to 

downscale – to find alternative, locally anchored business ventures. In order to realise these 

opportunities the farmers needed to break free from mental constraints, and become 

entrepreneurs who took their own future in their own hands. A new profile for the 

cooperative was to be employed. Instead of industrial agriculture, the new profile was to be 

marked by environmental concern and local anchoring. ​

​ A recurrent fear was to become marginalised and lose autonomy in the new market 

situation, as the counterparts – the combating agribusinesses and multinational retailers – 

were both dangerous and admirably strong competitors. The new competition law was 

framed as an attack on cooperation, and a threat to the possibility for the Swedish 

cooperatives to merge and consolidate their powers. Even if the cooperative movement 

sought to take on the new market, and saw it as the only way forward, there were traces of 

skepticism in the discourse to the whole western culture and the general attitude towards 

community and nature. ​

​ Given the new circumstances, cooperative principles were described as relative to 

their time and place – which opened up for a rearticulation. Adherence to older principles was 

portrayed as potentially harmful and obstructive to new business strategies. Cooperative 

values were represented as possible obstacles both to recruiting members and to competing 

on equal terms with corporate agribusinesses within the international market. In this sense, 

cooperative ideas were contrasted to market viability. Consequently, solidarity was 

rearticulated from a discourse based on class solidarity and joint responsibility, to a market 

discourse where self-interest and profitability were put at the forefront. Thus, responsibility 
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was increasingly redirected from the cooperative to the individual farmer. Two concrete 

expressions of the rearticulation of solidarity were the legitimation of new cost-based 

structures, such as distance-based pricing, as well as the abandoning of any ambition to 

cooperate with other cooperatives other than based on economic grounds.​

​ While the emphasis on autonomy was preserved, at least discursively in relation to 

external owners, LRF legitimised the use of internal contract farming, through which 

decisions on what and how to produce were increasingly centralised. Neither was democracy 

– expressed through the principle of one member, one vote – fundamentally questioned or 

proposed to be abandoned. However, what was seen as desirable democratic participation 

was rearticulated from a discourse of self-governance into a discourse on market adjustments. 

In the latter democracy could not be allowed to slow down the cooperatives as they needed to 

take rapid strides forward into the new market. 

7. Discussion  

This section analyses the empirical findings in light of the three competing cooperative 

rationalities and the degeneration thesis. It first seeks to answer whether the rearticulation of 

cooperative principles is to be regarded as a degeneration process. It secondly discusses 

whether this process should be seen as externally driven, in line with a Marxist degeneration 

thesis or an interplay with several interacting dynamics, both external and internal. In a 

concluding discussion the rearticulation will be analysed in relation to  ongoing structural 

transformation and the broader historical context.   

7.1 A Cooperative Degeneration? 

The findings of this thesis suggest that cooperative values were increasingly rearticulated in 

line with a Smithian cooperative spirit during the period under investigation, as market 

rationalities became increasingly central within the cooperative movement. However, this did 

not constitute a complete degeneration of cooperative principles. Rather, values such as 

autonomy, democracy, and environmental concern were rearticulated and incorporated into a 

market-oriented cooperative framework. The following discussion examines how this 

rearticulation unfolded across different cooperative values and organisational practices.​

​ A Proudhonian spirit was both strengthened and weakened. On the one hand, 

autonomy was reinforced vis-à-vis the political sphere, as the cooperative sought to reduce its 

dependence on state support and free itself from the constraints and political volatility that 

characterised the corporatist era. The fear of becoming marginalised commodity suppliers to 
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strong agribusinesses was likewise clearly visible in the material. The emphasis on autonomy 

and self-governance was further reflected in the persistent resistance towards a stricter 

competition law. The right to contract – and thereby to limit internal competition – was 

repeatedly defended as a cooperative right, and a necessary condition for maintaining 

strength within an increasingly internationalised market economy. Resistance towards 

external equity capital remained strong throughout the material, largely because external 

ownership was perceived as a threat to autonomy and self-control. However, to bring in 

capital through corporate subsidiaries were both discussed and practiced. ​

​ On the other hand, however, the sources revealed a growing acceptance of reduced 

autonomy within the cooperative structure itself, as forms of internal contract farming were 

increasingly discussed and legitimised. In this sense, autonomy was defended primarily 

against external actors, while internal forms of centralised coordination and control became 

increasingly accepted. While democracy was never questioned per se, there was a 

rearticulation of what desirable democratic participation involved. It was to a larger extent to 

be understood in terms of an instrumental value in relation to cooperative market 

adjustments, in line with a Smithian rationality, rather than being an expression of autonomy 

and self-governance. ​

​ The changes related to a Polanyian spirit could be understood through two 

interconnected yet contradictory tendencies. On the one hand, community-oriented and 

environmental concerns emerged as increasingly important cooperative values and 

considerations. A renewed emphasis on the possibilities of local enterprise and 

environmentally friendly production could be discerned. On the other hand, however, these 

values were not allowed to obstruct mergers, international expansion, or increased 

productivity. Instead, they were articulated within and subordinated to a Smithian framework 

centred on competitiveness, profitability and market adaptation. Rather than being articulated 

in opposition to marketisation, environmental concern was incorporated into market strategy 

– a form of merger between a Polanyian and a Smithian spirit, dependent on consumers’ 

willingness to pay for environmental protection. Environmental concerns were thus 

materialised in niche markets for privileged consumers without fundamentally challenging 

large-scale cheap food production for the majority (cf. Friedmann 2016, p. 8). ​

​ Core values associated with a Polanyian spirit, such as solidarity, were not completely 

abandoned, but were clearly rearticulated in line with a market rationality of 

self-responsibility. A skilled farmer was increasingly understood as an independent, 

profitable farmer who bore his own costs, shifting responsibility from the collective to the 
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individual. Farmers unwilling or unable to expand were encouraged to pursue alternative 

small-scale enterprises. Consequently, cooperative solidarity became increasingly conditional 

upon competitiveness and market viability. Cooperative solidarity thus shifted from an 

understanding of farmers as a social class, as in the 1930s, towards a narrower community 

centred on profitable, competitive and market-oriented producers. While the vulnerability of 

farmers in remote areas in Sweden was acknowledged, the responsibility for supporting these 

groups was largely redirected from the cooperative to the state. ​

​ A Smithian cooperative spirit was particularly prominent in the source material, 

where improved integration into international markets, increased efficiency and higher 

profitability were placed at the forefront of the cooperative movement. While Smithian ideals 

had long been present within Swedish agricultural cooperation, the period was marked by a 

shift in which competing cooperative sentiments were increasingly downplayed or 

rearticulated so as not to obstruct market-oriented rationalities. In this sense, the development 

did not represent a complete degeneration of cooperative principles, but rather a rearticulation 

that altered the balance between competing rationalities in favour of marketisation and global 

expansion. The Smithian spirit also acquired a new spatial dimension extending beyond the 

national borders. ​

​ Furthermore, the similarities between the cooperatives and joint-stock companies 

increased. As Dockered emphasized the members' role as owners (rather than members, 

farmers or producers), and higher revenues from the processing industry were presented as a 

central goal of the cooperative, clear parallels emerged between cooperative members and 

shareholders. This became particularly evident in the cooperative’s international expansion. 

In international markets, the organisational form was articulated as subordinated to 

profitability, allowing expansion through foreign subsidiaries rather than through cooperative 

collaborations. As a result, Swedish farmers increasingly came to resemble shareholders in a 

multinational corporate group, exercising ownership through the cooperative’s control of 

subsidiaries abroad. In this process, membership became increasingly detached from direct 

participation and instead tied to returns generated through corporate expansion. However, 

these returns remained formally linked to production and deliveries within the cooperative, as 

increased revenues were redistributed through higher payments for commodity deliveries to 

the cooperative. Ownership and production were therefore still coupled, even as the 

cooperative increasingly adopted organisational forms and practices similar to those of 

multinational agribusinesses.​

​ In summary, the findings support interpreting the rearticulation of cooperative values 
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as a process of degeneration, as market-oriented rationalities clearly gained a more dominant 

position within the cooperative movement during this period vis-à-vis solidarity, democracy 

and social concerns. The similarities to agribusiness corporations likewise increased. 

However, the degeneration was neither complete nor straightforward, as autonomy was 

reinforced in certain respects and environmental issues emerged as central concerns within 

the cooperative movement, albeit articulated within a market-oriented rationality. 

7.2  A Marxist Externally Driven Process or an Interplay with Internal Forces?  

To what extent should the discursive shift towards marketisation be understood as the result 

of an externally driven process, in line with the Marxist degeneration thesis? Rather than 

viewing the transformation of cooperative values as a purely deterministic consequence of 

increased competition, this thesis suggests an interplay between internal and external, 

material and ideational factors. The purpose of the following discussion is therefore not to 

establish a single causal explanation, but rather to highlight the coexistence of several 

interacting dynamics. 

7.2.1 Strategic Decisions Under Institutional Uncertainty and Increased Heterogeneity 

The development of the Swedish agricultural cooperative movement has been closely tied to 

the corporatist system. As the corporatist arrangements began to dissolve during the late 

1980s, both LRF as an interest organisation and the agricultural cooperatives needed to find 

strategies to meet these changes. While the tendency towards globalisation and intensified 

international competition was clear, the market was de facto never completely deregulated 

and import protection was never completely dismantled. As Sweden entered into the 

European Union the market was to a large extent reregulated and Swedish agriculture became 

part of a broad system of agricultural subsidies, in some regards more extensive than the 

Swedish corporatist system had been (Flygare & Isacson, 2003, p. 254). ​

​ This speaks against framing the degeneration as a deterministic externally driven 

process. Rather, the cooperative movement operated under profound uncertainty regarding 

the future institutional order. While the political programme of the early 1990s initially aimed 

at far-reaching deregulation of Swedish agriculture and adaptation to free trade agreements, 

preparations for Swedish membership in the European Union simultaneously introduced the 

prospect of renewed supranational regulation. At the same time, Sweden experienced 

recurrent governmental crises and shifts between Social Democratic and centre-right 

governments, while the European Union itself was undergoing transformation. In this sense, 
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the recurring weather metaphor is revealing, reflecting a situation characterised less by 

certainty than by political ambiguity. Nevertheless, the European market meant increased 

external competitive pressure.​

​ It cannot be ruled out that the external institutional turmoil also interacted with 

internal processes that had been unfolding throughout the post-war era. As political scientist 

Michele Micheletti (1990, pp. 139–142, 150–151) has shown, the cooperative movement had 

long experienced internal pressure towards cooperative principles, particularly during the 

1980s. These tensions were partly rooted in increasing internal heterogeneity – not only in 

terms of diverging economic interests between large-scale and small-scale farms, but also 

with regard to political orientations, identities and ambitions. Increased internal heterogeneity 

has been identified as a potential pressure on cooperative values, particularly to internal 

solidarity (Kramper, 2012, p. 146). Within parts of the cooperative movement, the opening of 

markets appeared to have been understood not merely as an external threat, but also as an 

opportunity for expansion beyond an already saturated domestic market. For some of the 

larger and more capital-intensive farms, the market turn might therefore have represented an 

opportunity to “break free” from perceived internal constraints, as expressed through the 

recurring cage metaphor. ​

​ According to an internal survey within LRF (1990c, p. 6), farmers that operated larger 

and more capital-intensive farms participated more frequently in meetings and internal 

decision-making processes than farmers operating smaller farms. This suggests that they 

exercised greater influence over the strategic directions within the organisation. 

Consequently, even if democratic principles were never explicitly questioned, participation in 

democratic practices appears to have been uneven. According to the internal survey, farmers 

representing more capital intensive farms, together with younger farmers, were generally 

more supportive of the market-oriented transition (ibid., p. 7). The internal dynamics within 

the Swedish cooperative movement may therefore be compared to earlier developments in 

Danish agricultural cooperation, where tensions between larger and smaller farms, alongside 

pressures for expansion, played an important role in shaping the cooperative development. ​

​ The metaphor of an inevitable path for the cooperative movement to follow obscured 

the fact that alternative trajectories remained possible, both for the cooperative movement 

and for agricultural policy. The continued existence of a corporatist agricultural system in 

Norway outside the EU suggests that the market-oriented reforms of the late twentieth 

century were not the only conceivable institutional outcome (Forbord et al., 2026, p. 11).​

​ The cooperative movement and LRF had long been deeply involved in the political 
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sphere, representing the farmers in negotiations during the corporatist era. Although the 

political influence of the cooperative movement was significantly transformed due to the 

process of phasing out the corporatist agreements, it was never eliminated. LRF maintained 

extensive political connections and took a central part in ongoing political processes and 

international negotiations (see for example LRF, 1991, pp. 6–7; LRF, 1994, pp. 6–8). Internal 

strategic decisions, such as the track change, the encouragement for farmers to be more 

“quiet” in their political engagement and to actively support an EU membership, might have 

had important political repercussions. At least to some extent, the cooperative movement 

participated in shaping the political development, alongside legitimising and internalising the 

market turn, both discursively and through concrete revisions of internal cost structures (cf. 

Svensson & Pettersson, 2025, p. 289). As such, LRF continued to take responsibility for 

forming and anchoring the political development amongst the farmers, beyond the corporatist 

era. ​

​ Portrayals of the farmers’ movement as a largely passive recipient of political change 

– one that merely “lost influence and was pressured into adopting a more free trade-oriented 

stance” (Eriksson & Lundin, 2025, p. 75) – risks overlooking internal social and economic 

dynamics that interplayed with external processes. Likewise, portraying the end of the 

corporatist era as a withdrawal of state involvement from the farmers’ movement risks 

overlooking how formal corporatist relations were partly transformed into informal and less 

transparent forms of political influence (Lindberg, 2008, p. 117).​

​ From this perspective, it becomes problematic to describe degeneration processes as 

deterministic, in ways that remove agency, and thereby responsibility, from the cooperative 

movements. This tendency appears in Marxist interpretations emphasising deterministic 

processes of market adaptation, as well as in business administration literature. In the former, 

farmers are often depicted as passive, and not seldom oppressed, receivers of political 

changes, in lack of agency (van der Ploeg, 2008, pp. 21–22). Likewise, in business 

administration literature, where politics is generally treated as an external framework beyond 

the influence of agricultural cooperative organisations. Furthermore, market adaptation is 

consistently presented as the only viable response to external pressure (see for example 

Nilsson & Björklund, 2003, pp. 4–6). ​

​ While Sweden’s EU membership has been described as “an interrupted process of 

deregulation” (Flygare & Isacson, 2003, p. 254) and “a stalled process of market adaptation” 

(Eriksson & Lundin, 2025, p. 73), such interpretations tend to overlook that LRF did not 

fundamentally change course following EU accession. Rather, the track change and the 
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market-oriented trajectory within the agricultural cooperative movement were reaffirmed and 

consolidated in 1995, as this direction was articulated as the most secure and viable path 

forward. 

7.2.2 Organisational Legitimacy and Neoliberal Discourses 

The late 1980s and the early 1990s were marked by neoliberal currents sweeping through 

both political and private spheres at national and international levels. The Swedish 

agricultural sector was not exempt from this development, and public as well as political 

support for agricultural cooperatives declined significantly during the 1980s. Cooperatives 

were increasingly portrayed as cartels that illegitimately restricted competition (Eriksson & 

Lundin, 2025, pp. 67–73). Such declining legitimacy combined with institutional uncertainty 

might encourage organisations to seek out legitimate and successful role models and try to 

copy their practices (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 152). In the source material, the ambition 

to become a respected and competitive business organisation ran like a red thread throughout 

the period. The Danish agricultural cooperative movement was repeatedly presented as a role 

model, while the Swedish consumer cooperative was depicted as a negative example, 

associated with bureaucracy and Social Democratic politics. Even the multinational 

agribusiness Cargill was portrayed as a successful and independent organisation. This 

suggested that the rearticulation of cooperative values and practices, and implementation of 

corporate strategies, might have been driven not only by economic interests, but also by 

aspirations for organisational legitimacy. Individual leadership may have played an important 

role in this regard. In particular, Bo Dockered’s prominent position within LRF and his 

ambition to strengthen the legitimacy of the cooperative movement and LRF’s political 

influence may have contributed to shaping both the pace and direction of the transformation 

(cf. Öberg, 1994, p. 202).​

​ Beyond questions of organisational legitimacy, the discourse within LRF was clearly 

influenced by neoliberal currents of the time. Entrepreneurship, business-mindedness and 

self-responsibility increasingly emerged as desirable ideals, while socialism was clearly 

considered outdated, in line with a neoliberal discourse. The portrayal of market adaptation as 

the only way forward also reflected how the central-right government argued at the time 

(Elensky, 2024, pp. 16–17). However, the market situation was consistently portrayed in a 

dual sense, both as an opportunity and as a threat, indicating that there was never a complete 

neoliberal hegemonic takeover within LRF. Rather, the rearticulation of cooperative 

principles could be seen as a form of neoliberal hybridisation – an internalisation of the 
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neoliberal currents – where market rationalities became increasingly prominent within the 

cooperative movement without entirely displacing other rationalities (cf. Andersson & 

Howell, 2025, p. 4).  

7.3 The Rearticulation in Relation to Structural Transformations 

While the acceleration of structural transformations within Swedish agriculture since the 

early 1990s had multiple causes lying far beyond the scope of this thesis, the cooperative 

movement itself also became intertwined with these developments. Through the rearticulation 

of cooperative principles, LRF did not primarily function as a force resisting structural 

change, but rather participated in legitimising and internalising market-oriented structures 

within the cooperative movement, that tended to reinforce ongoing processes of concentration 

and rationalisations. Consequently, farmers within the cooperative movement did not only 

face increased external competition but also increased internal competition, both between 

farmers and between cooperatives, as contract farming and cost-based structures were 

legitimised and implemented. Remote farmers were particularly affected insofar as cost 

structures were to be based on distance from the cooperative or from the closest metropolitan 

center. As business administration scholar Jerker Nilsson (1994, p. 118) has pointed out, cost 

structures based on distance not only affect the prices received for agricultural commodities, 

but also lead to declining land value in remote rural areas, potentially to the point where 

farms lose most of their economic value.​

​ The encouragement to farmers within the cooperative movement to shift to alternative 

economic activities, such as locally anchored environmentally friendly production, tourism or 

communal services, might have been both well-intended and welcomed by some farmers. 

However, the timing proved difficult. During the early 1990s, Sweden entered a severe 

economic recession characterised by high unemployment rates (Magnusson, 2021, pp. 

434–438). Little attention was also directed towards how changing consumer preferences for 

imported and processed foods, together with the increase of charter travels and 

internationalisation of tourism as part of broader globalisation processes, may have affected 

the prospects of nationally and locally rooted tourism initiatives (Blom & Kinn, 2024, pp. 

349–360; Sezgin & Yolal, 2012, pp. 86–88). Taken together, these circumstances were not 

particularly favourable for farmers who were forced to seek alternative sources of income – 

rather the contrary. ​

​ The rearticulation of cooperative principles did not only affect farmers within 

Sweden. As the cooperative movement sought expansion abroad, this was done not only 
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through cooperative collaboration with foreign farmers, but also through the establishment of 

corporate subsidiaries. In this process, Swedish farmers increasingly came to resemble 

shareholders within a multinational agribusiness structure. In relation to farmers abroad, for 

example in former Eastern Bloc countries, cooperatives such as Arla have at times operated 

in ways resembling multinational agribusiness corporations rather than traditional 

cooperative associations (Box et al., 2021, pp. 337–339). ​

​ Ownership within a producer cooperative remains fundamentally tied to production. 

Farmers unable to remain profitable at the farm level risked exclusion not only from 

production itself, but also from ownership within the expanding cooperative structure. In this 

sense, cooperative ownership entailed a particularly strong coupling between productive 

capacity and access to collective returns. By contrast, joint-stock companies partially 

decoupled ownership from productive performance, allowing small shareholders to retain 

ownership even if not directly involved in production. For less competitive farmers in 

Sweden, this distinction became particularly consequential during periods of structural 

transformation. Farmers who had participated in building up the cooperative structure, but 

failed to remain competitive, risked facing exclusion both from production income as well as 

from access to returns generated within the cooperative structure. This illustrates how an 

organisational form that once served to strengthen smallholders on the market might, under 

changing conditions, generate new forms of inclusion and exclusion. 

8. Conclusions  

The overarching aim of this thesis has been to contribute to the understanding of cooperative 

degeneration processes during the late twentieth century through a study of the 

transformation of cooperative ideas within the Swedish agricultural cooperative movement 

between 1989 and 1995. The analysis has focused on how the emerging international market 

was constructed as a threat and opportunity, how cooperative principles and practices were 

rearticulated, and to what extent these transformations can be understood as a process of 

cooperative degeneration. This concluding section summarises the main findings and broader 

implications of the thesis.  

8.1 Summary of Findings and Conclusions 

In contrast to recent accounts of the liberalisation process, in which LRF has largely been 

portrayed as pushed towards a market-liberal position, this thesis shows how the emerging 

market was constructed in a dual sense – both as a threat and as an opportunity (Eriksson & 
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Lundin, 2025, p. 75; Lindberg, 2008, p. 117). While market liberalisation was perceived as a 

threat to farmers’ autonomy in relation to powerful actors within the international market, it 

was also framed as an opportunity for the entrepreneurial farmer to break free from political 

constraints, pursue new business strategies and expand beyond the national market. These 

findings highlight the importance of agency and strategic decision-making within the farming 

community, challenging notions of passivity, oppression and deterministic responses to 

external forces (cf. van der Ploeg, 2008, pp. 21–22).​

​ Seen through the lens of competing cooperative rationalities, the findings reveal a 

clear rearticulation of cooperative principles and practices – from an emphasis on autonomy, 

democracy and internal solidarity towards profitability, self-responsibility, internal 

competition and market integration. The thesis thus moves beyond previous agricultural 

history research focused primarily on relations between the state and agricultural 

organisations, by showing how cooperative principles, values and business strategies 

themselves were transformed during this period of institutional upheaval (e.g. Flygare & 

Isacson, 2003). The findings also nuance the business administration literature by 

demonstrating that the adoption of market-oriented strategies required extensive ideological 

rearticulation and internal anchoring within the cooperative movement (e.g. Nilsson, 2025, 

pp. 133–134). The changes of cooperative principles and the increased similarities to IOFs 

give reason to view this development as a process of cooperative degeneration. However, the 

transformation was neither straightforward nor complete, as different rationalities continued 

to coexist in new articulations and constellations. 

The agricultural movement faced increasing competitive pressure during the late 

twentieth century. However, the findings of this thesis give reason to view the ideational 

transformation not solely as a response to external market pressures, as the market was never 

fully deregulated and corporatist arrangements were instead partly transformed into renewed, 

but more informal, forms of interaction between the state and agricultural organisations. 

Rather, this thesis suggests that the external changes interacted with long-term structural 

transformations within the agricultural sector and with internal dynamics within the 

cooperative movement. In this regard, the process shares similarities with the transformation 

of the Danish dairy cooperatives, where larger farmers sought to break free from 

responsibilities towards smaller farms and from cooperative ideological constraints 

(Mordhorst, 2008, pp. 354–355). At the same time, parallels can also be drawn to the 

Swedish consumer cooperative, where environmental concerns were incorporated into a 

market-oriented strategy (Friberg et. al., 2012, p. 261). Beyond material interests and market 
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pressures, this thesis further suggests that LRF was deeply influenced by neoliberal currents, 

clearly visible within the internal discourse. Furthermore, the board appears to have sought 

increased organisational legitimacy partly by distancing itself from the International 

Cooperative Alliance and its perceived socialist associations, while they simultaneously 

opened up to collaborations with agribusinesses. 

8.2 Implications and Future Research 

The findings of this thesis make it difficult to draw any general conclusions regarding 

whether “Cooperatives Build a Better World”, as the UN (2024) slogan for the International 

Year of Cooperatives 2025 proclaimed. Rather, cooperatives must be understood within their 

specific historical and institutional contexts, with particular attention directed towards how 

cooperative principles are articulated internally and how different, and sometimes conflicting, 

cooperative values are balanced. Furthermore, the findings suggest that cooperatives 

transform in relation to changing institutional frameworks, surrounding political debates and 

dominant ideological currents, while these processes simultaneously interact with internal 

organisational dynamics.​

​ Through the rearticulation of cooperative principles and practices, the Swedish 

agricultural cooperative movement became increasingly entangled with structural 

transformations within the agricultural sector, as farmers faced growing competitive pressures 

both from global markets and within the cooperative structure itself. During periods of 

structural transformation, mergers and rationalisation, cooperative structures may generate 

new forms of both inclusion and exclusion, as producer cooperatives entail a strong coupling 

between production, community and ownership. This complicates the assumption that 

cooperatives should always be regarded as inherently more inclusive than other 

organisational forms. Moreover, once increased internal competition has become legitimised 

and institutionalised within cooperative structures, it may prove difficult to reverse.​

​ The neoliberal institutional reforms and ideological currents examined in this thesis 

do not appear to have strengthened cooperative ideals of solidarity and democracy. This 

raises questions regarding which ideological and institutional frameworks may encourage 

social and environmental responsibility within cooperative structures. Future research could 

further investigate how and in what ways cooperative values have been shaped by their 

political and cultural contexts, across various times, branches and regions, and consequently 

seek to discern how to create a favourable environment for social responsibility within 

cooperative organisations. The specific case of the Swedish agricultural cooperative 

54 



movement could also be explored further, particularly regarding the diversity of reactions, 

strategies and opinions among farmers during this period concerning how to respond to the 

political transformations of the late twentieth century. Greater attention could in this regard 

be directed towards alternative responses beyond increased internal competition and market 

adaptation as the only viable path forward. 
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10. Appendix A 

A brief overview of LRF as an organisation.  

Lantbrukarnas Riksförbund [The Federation of Swedish Farmers] (LRF) was formed in 1970 

through a merger between the cooperative organisation Lantbrukarförbundet and the farmers’ 

union Riksförbundet Landsbygdens Folk (RLF) (Flygare & Isacson, 2003, pp. 267–269). In 

1989, the cooperative branch within LRF consisted of 15 national organisations represented 

at LRF’s annual meetings. These included organisations for cooperatives within dairy 

production, slaughterhouses, potato growers, grain and farm supply cooperatives, forestry, 

agricultural credit associations, egg production, fur farming and several other specialised 

producer organisations. In 1989, the average farmer was a member of around five different 

cooperatives (LRF, 1989, p. 1). At the time of LRF’s formation in 1970, the national 

organisations represented approximately 700 local and regional cooperative associations. 

However, by 2021 the number of cooperative associations across the different sectors had 

been reduced to around 40 (de Woul, 2023, pp. 10–11). As an organisation, LRF played a 

highly influential role in representing farmers within the corporatist system of agricultural 

price negotiations and regulation, and later as the dominant agricultural interest organisation 

in Sweden. Compared to many other countries, Sweden has had few competing agricultural 

interest organisations outside LRF, and those that exist have generally been far less influential 

(Rydén, 2005, pp. 257–258). 
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11. Appendix B  

An illustration of a farmer breaking free from a mental cage, presented in an Overhead 
Presentation and handouts internally to the farmers in 1990 (LRF, 1993a, p. 13). ​
​

​
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