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Polanyi-inspired Concepts – of Value when Analysing the Nordics? – An 

Essay 
This	paper	is	a	sequel	to	my	The	Contemporary	Relevance	of	Karl	Polanyi	–	a	Swedish	

Case	(Hollander	2017).	There	I	tried	to	understand	the	drastic	changes	in	Swedish	socio-

economic	policies	since	the	late	1970s	and	their	long-term	consequences.	Polanyi’s	own	

as	well	as	Polanyians’	writings	provided	a	very	rich	help	in	my	endeavour.	

	

In	the	present	essay	I	start	pondering	the	role	of	Polanyi-inspired	Concepts	and	how	

they	are	generative	that	is	generate	‘lenses’	through	which	the	developments	become	

intelligible.	The	term	essay	is	used	since	I	want	to	open	up	fields	of	thought	rather	than	

be	rigorous.		

	

A	starting	point	of	the	essay	will	be	glimpses	of	two	Nordic	social	science	scholars	who	

have	been	inspired	by	and	paid	special	attention	to	Polanyi’s	concepts.	Then	I	move	on	

to	argue	that	Polanyi-inspired	Concepts	would	be	fruitful	when	talking	about	Norden.	

Finally	I	do	a	quick	run-through	of	Polanyi’s	concepts	and	more	recent	Polanyi-inspired	

Concepts.	My	position	is	that	the	concepts	–	though	not	crystal	clear	and	sometimes	

used	in	contradictory	manners	–	can	make	us	focus	on	essential	traits	of	developments	

and	transformations.	Since	I	put	the	concepts	in	three	slightly	different	perspectives	the	

essay	is	sometimes	repetitious.	I,	however,	believe	that	they	need	to	be	viewed	in	

context,	in	relation	to	each	other,	and	‘kneaded’.	

	

Polanyi’s	generative	concepts	

The	problems	of	Polanyi’s	concepts	have	been	much	discussed	but	I	will	here	focus	on	

two	Nordic	scholars	who	finds	them	valuable	and	have	tried	to	develop	them	rather	

than	delve	on	the	ambiguities	etc.	

	

The	Norwegian	Sociologist	Lars	Mjøset	is	enthusiastic:	‘What	is	most	important	in	The	

Great	Transformation	is	that	Polanyi	develops	a	conceptual	toolkit	which	can	be	used	to	

analyse	specific	historic	transformations.	The	toolkit	can	definitely	also	be	used	on	our		
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present	situation”.1	Mjøset	gives	many	examples	of	how	the	concepts	can	be	used	today.	

I	will	here	mention	two	of	those:		

Polanyi’s	debate	with	Hayek	et.al.	is	highly	relevant	today	when	we	hear	the	controversy	

about	the	long	term	threat	to	democracy	repeated.	On	the	one	side	we	have	those	who	–	

very	vocally	–	argue	that	the	embedded	liberalism	of	the	early	post-war	period	and	its	

remnants	today	was	/	is	such	a	threat.2	On	the	other	we	–	who	with	much	less	resources	

–	argue	that	the	neoliberalism	/	financialisation	from	the	late	1970s	on	has	paved	the	

way	for	the	present	global	rise	of	authoritarianism.3	

	

The	dangers	of	the	‘liberal	utopian’	way	of	enforcing	financial	discipline	also	have	

frightening	similarities.	In	spite	of	many	differences	there	are	parallels	between	the	

treatment	of	peripheral	countries	under	the	Gold	Standard	(around	the	19/20	turn	of	

centuries)	and	today’s	treatment	of	the	euro	periphery	specially	Greece.	In	order	to	

understand	the	rationale	for	the	austerity	policies	prescribed	for	the	‘EU-Southern	rim’	

it	is,	however,	also	necessary	to	bring	in	the	ordoliberal	ideological	ingredients.4	That,	I,	

however,	have	to	leave	out	of	the	story	here.	

	

	 	

																																																								
1 Lars Mjøset in his foreword to the Norwegian edition of The Great Transformation. (Mjøset 2012) 

which is page 7-24 in the just mentioned Norwegian edition. (Res Publica … 2012… Prel. translation 
and abbreviation of the quote by me EH. 

2 In this essay I mainly use italics to signal that a certain concept such embedded	liberalism	here	used 
by Polanyi or Polanyians should be seen in the context of the relevant discourses. At some instances 
I provide concept-explaining ref’s in this text or in Hollander (2017)./EH 

3 See i.a. Helleiner (1995) where the parallels to the laissez faire of Polanyi’s period are explored. 
4 See Ryner M., (xx) and Lindberg in …[Vad krävs …] 
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The	Finnish	global	political	economist	Heikki	Patomäki	also	strives	to	develop	rather	

than	delegitimise	Polanyian	concepts.	His	stated	aim	in	the	article	which	I	will	focus	on	

is	to	‘further	develop	the	idea	of	the	double	movement.5		

	

In	extreme	brevity	the	Polanyian	concept	the	double	movement	refers	to	the	historical	

process	where	the	creation	of	‘a	market	society’	as	illustrated	by	laissez	faire	in	the	19th	

century	nurtured	countervailing	tendencies	for	’the	protection	of	society	and	nature’.	

The	concept	of	countermovement	(the	second	part	of	the	double	movement)	is	

ambiguous	and	can	open	up	for	creativity	/	be	generative	but	can	certainly	also	be	

harshly	criticized.	Patomäki	notes	that	Polanyi’s	description	of	the	emerging	

countermovement	of	the	late	19th	century	does	not	differentiate	between	nationalist	and	

socialist	measures	nor	between	market	interventions	and	steps	towards	

decommodification.6	

	

Patomäki	stresses	that	‘The	Return	to	the	Utopia	of	the	Market’	(the	Utopia	reemerged	

in	the	late	1970’s)	is	a	puzzle	to	Polanyians.7	He	seems	to	view	the	‘reemergence	of	

global	finance’	as	the	main	factor	unleashing	this	comeback:	
”Transnational corporations re-emerged in the 1950s and 1960s and again assumed centre stage 
in the world economy. The evolution of offshore financial centres, tax havens and Eurodollar 
markets further increased the transnational mobility of capital. Globalisation in this sense 
implied new exit options for private, productive capital and new room for manoeuvre for 
financial capital. Less bound by the national state, those responsible for investment and other 
operational decisions have been increasingly able to set tacit or explicit conditions on state 
policy (‘business confidence’). Power relations have changed.  
Assuming […] that the private owners of means of production and managers of corporations are 
structurally liable to the utopia of the market, […] economic globalisation would seem to 

explain the transformation of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.”8	

 
	 	

																																																								
5 Patomäki (2014) p. 746, Note 1. 

Heikki Patomäki (2014) On the Dialectics of Global Governance in the Twenty-first Century: A 
Polanyian Double Movement?, Globalizations, 11:5, 733-750,  

6 On decommodification –see Esping Anderssen … 
7 Header on p. 738 ibid. 
8 Patomäki (2014) pp. 739-740. 
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Patomäki	thus	emphasizes	the	3d	of	Polanyi’s	three	fictitious	commodities	–	money	(or	

finance).	Once	finance	was	deregulated	the	other	two	–	land	(natural	resources)	and	

labour	followed.	This	emphasis	on	money	is	regrettably	rather	rare	among	Polanyians.9	

	

In	my	reading	of	Patomäki	he	sees	the	arduous	task	of	building	global	popular	

countermovements	and	institutions	as	a	sine	qua	non	for	an	emancipatory	version	of	the	

second	part	of	the	present	double	movement	to	emerge.	But	without	such	an	emergence	

the	planet	and	humankind	can	not	survive.		

	

	

A	Nordic	‘Polanyian	Paradox’	

Ingemar	Lindberg	–	former	chief	lawyer	of	the	Swedish	LO	–	has	noted	how	strange	it	is	

that	Polanyi	has	been	almost	unknown	in	the	Swedish	Labour	Movement.10	My	sense	is	

that	this	dearth	also	characterises	the	other	Nordics.	To	my	mind	there	are	good	reasons	

why	this	should	not	be	the	case.		

	

Even	though	Karl	Polanyi’s	position	politically	is	hard	to	nail	down	it	stands	to	reason	to	

say	that	he	was	an	unorthodox	socialist	and	had	social	democratic	reformist	views.11	

One	could	think	that	such	a	world-view	would	resonate	in	the	Nordics	where	Social	

Democracy	has	been	at	centre	stage	politically	from	the	1930s	to	the	early	21st	century	

in	at	least	three	of	the	five	Nordics.	

	

In	the	Nordics	traditions	of	reciprocity	have	–	in	the	long	historical	perspective	–	been	

more	tenaciously	upheld	even	during	the	onslaught	of	(feudal,)	capitalist	and	public	

expansion	than	elsewhere	in	the	developed	world.12	

	 	

																																																								
9 Helleiner (ibid) is an important exception. 
10 Lindberg, I., in … 
11 See Mjöset (op. cit) pp. 9-10 and Gareth	Dale’s	perspective	rich	intellectual	biography	Karl	Polanyi:	A	
Life	on	the	Left. 

12 This crude generalisation might of course be contested. My impression comes i.a. from academics 
such as Trägårdh, L., (ed.) (2007), my reading of Nordic vs. general Western literature etc. The application of 
the concept reciprocity to those diverse sources is my own. 
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Here		I	relate	to	the	‘Polanyian	idea’	that	reciprocity	is	as	important	as	the	more	

discussed	forms	of	(economic)	coordination	for	human	wellbeing:	Market	and	

Redistribution.13	I	believe	that	this	strong	Nordic	tradition	of	reciprocity	and	today’s	

attacks	on	that	would	provide	a	fertile	soil	for	Polanyian	analyses	of	the	Nordics.	

	

Nordic	Labour	Unions	have	–	in	international	comparisons	–	more	often	been	willing	to	

discuss	not	only	wage	issues.	Sometimes	local	unions	have	been	willing	to	seriously	

engage	in	long	term	questions	about	the	direction	of	development	of	their	work	places.		

	

Both	this	and	my	next	point	could	be	related	to	Polanyian	ideas	about	how	to	prepare	

for	and	organize	society	beyond	the	present	capitalist	(or	at	least	beyond	its	

disembedded	versions).	Both	points	could	also	be	related	to	Polanyi’s	long	controversy	

with	von	Mises	and	Hayek	about	the	feasibility	of	‘socialist	accounting’	and	more	

generally	socialist	democracy.14	

	

My	twin	point	to	the	one	above	about	Nordic	Unions	relate	to	other	historically	strong	

popular	movements	as	well	as	popular	educational	initiatives	and	efforts.15	After	he	fled	

from	Vienna	Polanyi	worked	in	the	UK	with	worker	education	and	his	most	known	book	

–	The	Great	Transformation	(1944)	–	is	to	a	large	extent	based	on	his	lecture	notes	from	

this	time.	Education	of	workers	and	other	oppressed	groups	was	always	central	in	

Polanyi’s	vision	for	the	transition	to	what	we	today	would	call	a	post-capitalist	society.	

	

Finally	before	my	quick	run-through	of	Polanyi’s	concepts	and	more	recent	Polanyi-

inspired	Concepts	it	should	be	mentioned	that	decommodification	has	historically	been	

widely	attempted	in	Norden	and	that	the	Nordics	have	been	heralded	as	paradigmatic	

examples	of	embedded	liberalism.	

	 	

																																																								
13 Polanyi, K., Arensberg, C.M., and Pearson, HW. (eds.) (1957) Trade and Market in the Early Empires – 

Economies in History and Theory Illinois: The Free Press.  
14 See Polanyi K. (1933) (translated to English) and other contributions to McRobbie & Polanyi Levitt (eds.) 

(1999), Karl Polanyi in Vienna: The Contemporary Significance of the Great Transformation, Black Rose 
Books.  

15 See Hollander (2017) p. 66. 



12	juni-ppr	Tr-hm	EH	defQ.docx	

Date	of	this	version:	12	Feb	2018	 6	

Polanyi’s	problematique	gives	perspective	to	the	concepts	/	figures	of	thought	

Since	the	concepts	are	all	part	of	a	‘multidimensional	weave’	the	order	in	which	I	

present	them	is	somewhat	arbitrary	as	already	demonstrated	by	the	different	ordering	

in	the	sections	above	and	in	Hollander	(2017).	Below	I	try	an	ordering	inspired	by	a	

rough	idea	of	how	they	emerged	in	Polanyi’s	search	for	the	reasons	behind	the	

civilisation-wrecking	developments	of	the	interwar	period.16	

	

The	concept	disembed	was	meant	to	capture	the	multifaceted	process	where	medieval	

localities	were	opened	up	/	torn	apart.	Culture,	religion,	economy,	education	etc	were	

formerly	interwoven.	This	tight-knit	web	could	be	suffocating	but	could	also	provide	

security,	identity	etc.	A	glimpse	of	the	meaning	which	Polanyi	conveys	with	richly	

contextualised	historical	insights	can	be	given	through	examples	of	what	happens	when		

land,	labour	and	money	are	treated	as	commodities:		

The	peasant	family	which	loses	its	farm	/	land	loose	more	than	its	subsistence	i.a.	its	

history,	bonds,	value	of	knowledge	etc.	The	labourer	who	loses	his	or	her	job	fares	

likewise	in	certain	respects	–	losing	bonds,	sense	of	time,	meaning	of	life	etc.	When	

financial	markets,	currency	relations	etc	become	volatile	small	business	often	face	

bankruptcy	and	almost	all	find	it	impossible	to	plan	ahead.	The	consequences	for	

individuals	are	similar	to	the	uprooting	described	for	peasants	and	workers.	

	

The	individual	/	family	consequences	described	are	of	course	not	the	only	ones.	Whole	

regions	/	industries	are	hit	when	economic	transformation	is	facilitated	and	hitherto	

non-used	natural	resources	are	‘opened	up’.	

	

	 	

																																																								
16 An interview which Peter Bratt of the Swedish daily Dagens Nyheter (DN) did with me in 1997 

shows that Polanyi’s problematique also inspired me when I started translating, lecturing and 
researching inspired by Polanyi. See ”Historiens facit: Totalitära krafter kan väckas. Självreglerande 
marknader leder till samhällets sammanbrott, hävdar ekonomer från olika tidsepoker” (Peter Bratt 
in DN 1997-01-04) 
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Those	‘costs	of	modernisation’	have	been	widely	described	in	all	kinds	of	literary,	

artistic,	journalistic	and	academic	ways.17	

	

The	almost	barren	evoking	of	disembedding	and	the	fictitious	commodities	presented	

above	thus	only	serve	to	prepare	the	ground	for	the	concept	of	countermovement	which	

was	another	of	the	central	element	of	Polanyi’s	theory	of	the	roots	of	the	interwar	

breakdown	of	Western	Civilisation.		

	

Before	saying	some	more	about	the	countermovement(s)	I	find	it	useful	to	insert	a	few	

more	words	about	reciprocity	which	I	think	that	Polanyi	only	explored	systematically	in	

the	1950s	together	with	i.a.	prominent	anthropologists.	In	an	attempt	to	explain	I	have	

earlier	written	about	‘a	Polanyian	triangle’:		
One	corner	in	the	'Polanyian	triangle'	is	often	neglected	by	economists.	This	triangle	refers	

to	the	three	forms	of		economic	coordination	discussed	in	Polanyi	(1957).	While	Market	

and	Redistribution	are	discussed	a	lot,	Reciprocity	–	the	oldest	form	of	human	

coordination	for	wellbeing	–	is	mostly	left	to	anthropologists.	This	sad	state	of	affairs	is	

slowly	changing	in	discourses	on	development	economics,	social	capital	etc.	But	when	it	

comes	to	mainstream	economists'	accounts	there	is	still	a	major	dearth.	

The	relative	‘rolling	back’	of	reciprocity	and	the	concomitant	unaccountable	loss	of	

wellbeing	effected	thereby	is	to	my	mind	interwoven	with	the	disembedding.	The	

concept	facilitates	the	analysis	of	retrograde	countermovements	(see	below).	

	

In	a	sense	the	countermovement	was	a	society	wide	reaction	to	the	terrible	conditions	

created	by	the	dark	side	of	disembedding.	Labour	unions	at	one	end	but	also	central	

bankers	at	the	other	end	were	parts	of	it.	Polanyi	adds	special	emphasis	to	the	central		

	 	

																																																								
17 I	also	want	to	point	to	a	present-day	‘journalistic’	description	in	popular	form	with	the	explicit	aim	of	
giving	‘flesh	and	blood’	to	Polanyi	and	coming	close	to	him	and	his	family.	I	am	referring	to	Linda	Mc	
Quaig’s	All	you	can	eat.	I mention it because I admire the attempt and since it is impossible in a short 
text like this one to bring to life even one of the literary genres which have described the process. A 
library could be filled by such descriptions. 
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bankers	pioneering	role	since	they	were	so	clearly	high	up	in	the	establishments	and	

presided	over	the	‘Infrastructure	of	Infrastructures’.	18	

	

The	countermovement	in	fact	consisted	of	numerous	movements	/	types	of	measures.	

Patomäki	–	as	mentioned	above	–	distinguishes	between	those	that	were	nationalist	and	

the	socialist	ones.	One	can	also	differentiate	between	on	the	one	hand	the	proponents	of	

moves	–	such	as	unions	or	leaders	of	national	industrial	associations	that	were	in	

different	ways	threatened	by	laissez	faire	–	and	on	the	other	hand	public	bodies	which	

could	effect	countermoves	–	such	as	governments	or	the	central	bankers	mentioned.		

	

In	many	countries	the	measures	to	protect	society	from	the	unrestricted	market	forces	

were	blocked	or	so	weak	that	authoritarian	antidemocratic	parties	were	able	to	ascend	

to	power.	My	own	take	on	this	–	the	distinction	between	retrograde	and	emancipatory	

countermovements	–	is	presented	partly	in	order	to	disentangle	the	present-day	

blurring	of	the	debate	about	populism.	And	also	to	underline	that	the	roots	of	the	two	

great	gravediggers	of	the	pre-1st	world	war	civilisation	–	fascism	and	stalinism	–	were	

very	different.	I	consider	the	socialist	democratic	countermovements	as	emancipatory.	

	

With	this	distinction	concerning	different	countermovements	I	have	definitely	moved	

into	the	realm	of	Polanyi-inspired	concepts	rather	than	Polanyi’s	own.	The	arguably	

most	used	and	discussed	such	concept	is	embedded	liberalism.	This	is	a	coin	termed	to	

describe	the	post	Bretton	Woods	‘Welfare	States’	of	the	period	from	WWII	to	the	1970s.	

An	illustrative	example	of	this	use	can	be	found	in	Blyth	(2002).19	Blyth	looks	at	the	US	

and	Sweden	as	two	distinctly	different	social	formations	both	representing	the		

embedded	liberalism	that	had	emerged	in	states	were	the	countermovement	up	to	WWII	

resulted	in	the	saving	rather	than	the	wrecking	of	democracy.	Polanyi	himself	did	not		

	 	

																																																								
18 The term ‘Infrastructure of Infrastructures’ for the financial system I first met in Helleiner’s earlier 

quoted article. In my opinion the expression conveys an extremely important message to social 
scientists. 

19 Blyth, M. (2002) Great Transformations: Economic Ideas and Institutional Change in the Twentieth 
Century, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
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imagine	that	there	would	come	a	new	disembedding.		Blyth	–	with	the	aid	of	hindsight	–	

could	study	how	the	embedded	liberalisms	of	US	and	Sweden	later	lived	through	a	

‘second	disembedding’	and	how	this	was	effected	in	the	two	specific	cases.	Blyth’s	focus	

is	on	how	economic	ideas	prepared	the	ground	for	the	institutional	changes.	Patomäki	–	

as	noted	above	–	talks	about	‘The	Return	to	the	Utopia	of	Market:	A	Puzzle	to	

Polanyians’:		

”The ‘stark utopia’ of the market has returned, albeit in a new form and in a new context. 
Whereas economic liberals find it difficult to explain the early-to-mid-twentieth century rise of 
the principle of social protection in its various guises, […]  the opponents of neo-liberalism may 
find it equally difficult to grasp why the world has since the 1970s and 1980s moved to the 
opposite direction.”.20  

I	myself	have	referred	to	the	period	after	embedded	liberalism	as	‘disembedding	on	a	

global	scale’.	Part	of	the	rationale	for	this	is	that	some	globalisation	elements	constitute	

the	most	important	differences	between	Polanyi’s	period	and	ours.	Another	reason	is	

that	‘the	Global	South’	was	to	a	certain	extent	left	out	of	Polanyi’s	1944	book	and	that	

some	bright	pictures	of	the	period	of	embedded	liberalism	also	leaves	out	what	was	then	

called	‘the	3d	World’.21	

	

A	much	more	frequent	term	used	when	talking	about	the	period	–	more	frequent	than	

either	of	the	ones	mentioned	–	is	financialisation.	As	the	reader	of	my	piece	on	Polanyi	

and	Sweden	can	see	I	find	the	term	very	useful.	It	also	ties	well	into	the	Polanyian	

discussion	about	money	as	one	of	the	three	fictitious	commodities.		

	

A	concept	which	I	suggested	in	the	same	piece	–	semi-fictitious	commodities	–	I	more	or	

less	regret.	Were	I	to	rewrite	it	I	might	instead	call	them	the	fictitious	commodities	of	

the	21st	Century.	Of	course	‘HEW	services’	were	produced	and	distributed	according	to	

class	in	the	‘Polanyian	period’.	However,	the	extent	to	which	they	have	been	exposed	to	

the	‘colonisation	of	society	by	market	forces’	could	not	be	envisaged	by	Polanyi.	

	 	

																																																								
20 Op. cit p. 738. 
21 In this essay I have more or less left out all the political economic analyses of the global post-WWII 

System which have inspired me to the concept disembedding	on	a	global	scale.	Some	ref’s	can	be	found	
in	the	few	works	which	I	refer	to	here. 
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Here	this	‘patchy’	essay	ends	at	present.	My	hope	is	that	I	–	in	spite	of	all	shortcomings	–	

succeeded	in	convincing	some	young	‘Norden-interested’	scholars	that	there	is	a	wealth	

of	inspirations	to	fetch	from	Polanyi	for	both	historic	and	futuristic	studies.	

	

Ernst	Hollander	in	East	Trøndelag	/	Jämtland	–	12th	of	June	2018.	

for	YSI-INET	&	EAEPE	International	Symposium	14-15/6/2018	

	

	

	

	


