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"Helps to lift the lid on what makes Northern Europe tick."—Forbes MagazineLiberals worldwide
invoke Scandinavia as a promised land of equality, while most conservatives fear it as a hotbed
of liberty-threatening socialism. But the left and right can usually agree on one thing: that the
Nordic system is impossible to replicate elsewhere. The US and UK are too big, or too
individualistic, or too . . . something. In Viking Economics—now with a new afterword by the
author—George Lakey dispels these myths. He explores the inner workings of the Nordic
economies that boast the world’s happiest, most productive workers, and explains how we can
enact some of the changes—including universal healthcare, affordable childcare, and a month
of paid vacation for all—that the Scandinavians fought for surprisingly recently. We, too, can
refuse to be governed by the elites and embrace equality in our economic policy—here’s how. 

"George Lakey has for decades reminded us what a powerful tool nonviolence is, and in this
book focused on Scandinavia shows us how nonviolent tactics and brilliant organizing won
enduring changes in four countries' governance and economy and, more than that, the values
and beliefs about what is just, fair, good, and possible. This book is an adventure and a field
manual for our moment.” —Rebecca Solnit, Activist and historian, Harper’s contributor, author of
Hope in the Dark“Here, Lakey combines historical analysis, economic data and interview-based
opinion to produce something that delivers much more than each of those could do in isolation.
As a result, Viking Economics tells a story of economic change and the foundations on which it
was built at a time when it is so obvious that such narratives are desperately needed in modern
political discourse.”—Richard Murphy, Times Higher Education magazine “Viking Economics
shows us there's no reason we couldn't be making far more progress across a wide range of
problems. George Lakey is great at explaining why.” —Bill McKibben, environmentalist and
author, Distinguished Scholar at Middlebury College, founder of 350.org“Carrying student debt?
Working longer hours with no vacation? Do you wonder if it is possible for the U.S. to reverse a
generation of extreme inequality? It doesn’t have to be this way. Viking Economics helps us
envision a different way of organizing our economy to put people and planet first. ” —Chuck
Collins, Senior Scholar, Institute for Policy Studies, author of Wealthy, Come Home “The Nordic
model has proven extraordinarily successful in ensuring a decent standard of living for all the
citizens of these countries, while at the same time keeping them open to international trade and
at the forefront of technology. This short book is a great starting point for those looking for
insights into the origins and structure of this model.” —Dean Baker is Co-Director of Center for
Economic and Policy Research and author of Getting Back to Full Employment: A Better Bargain
for Working People“Brilliant, fun to read, and most timely--just what Americans need right now!
Lakey busts key myths that keep us believing we can’t have the society we want. Bravo for this



great source of evidence-grounded hope!”—Frances Moore Lappé, author of Diet for a Small
Planet and Getting a Grip: Clarity, Creativity and Courage for the World We WantPraise for
George Lakey and How We Win“George Lakey’s Manual for Direct Action was literally a lifesaver
for many during the height of the struggle for Black freedom and dignity in the 1960s. How We
Win has arrived to us at another key moment in our human journey. It is a guide for our collective
liberation, informed by decades of Professor Lakey’s ongoing research and teaching since the
’60s. Following these steps will indeed help us achieve a more just and humane society.” —Rev.
Dr. Bernice A. King, CEO of the Martin Luther King Jr. Center for Nonviolent Social
Change “George Lakey has been near the center of American resistance for decades, and so he
has both remarkable stories and remarkable insights—not to mention some remarkable
colleagues who add their perspective to this necessary manual!” —Bill McKibben, co-founder of
350.org “This book is a chance to sit around the supper table with a living legend of US social
movements, a mentor who speaks from experience yet honors the young. His lessons and
stories leave us all stronger, wiser, and more hopeful about our capacity for making a better
world.” —Nathan Schneider, author of Everything for Everyone “George is a true elder; one that
shows up to support the diverse, youth-led nonviolent direct action campaigns of today.”—Sarah
Nahar, scholar-activist, interspiritual theologian, direct action trainer “Everyone who envisions a
better world needs to read this book.”—Margaret Flowers, MD, National Coordinator, Health
Over Profit for Everyone (HOPE) “This is, hands down, the single best book on building people-
power campaigns for change. ”— Ken Butigan, Pace e Beneand Campaign Nonviolence “We're
lucky to have mentors like George Lakey, and lucky for the many lessons and insights he shares
in this book. Read it! Better yet, use it.” —Yotam Marom, former leader in Occupy Wall Street, co-
founder, IfNotNow and Wildfire Project "Movement-building is a craft. But since you can't get a
degree as a Movement Builder, we have to make do with trial and error while learning the
lessons from those who have walked this road before. That's where George Lakey comes in."—
Yonah Lieberman, founding member of IfNotNow. “If you feel lost and unsure about what to do to
help make positive change in our troubled times, reading this book may well provide you with a
new sense of hope and purpose.”—Mark and Paul Engler, authors of This Is An Uprising: How
Nonviolent Revolt Is Shaping the 21st Century “Inspirational, practical, readable, with the
distilled wisdom of generations.”—Kate Evans, author of Red Rosa and Threads from the
Refugee Crisis “A timely book that balances ageless organizing strategies while addressing
many of today's specific challenges.”—Kazu Haga, founder, East Point Peace Academy “How
We Win is both practical and visionary. It offers useful stories, tools, and tips for on-the-ground
organizers while advancing how campaigns can build transformative movements.”—Zein
Nakhoda, Director, Training for Change, and filmmaker, Grounded While Walls Fall “A powerful
guide in these perilous times from a master of social change!”—Judy Wicks, activist,
entrepreneur, and author of Good Morning, Beautiful Business “How We Win doesn’t just
challenge us to think big. It gives us the tools we need to win big.”—Milan Rai, Co-editor, Peace
News, London “Every person who wants to bring about fundamental change in our society



needs to read this book.” —David Hartsough, author of Waging Peace: Global Adventures of a
Lifelong Activist “This excellent book will give you insights through personal stories and
thoughtful analyses of successful campaigns, and you will learn how ‘to win major changes
rather than small reforms,’ how to move on from mere protest to ‘sustained power to force a real
shift.’” —Angie Zelter, co-founder of the British nonviolent direct-action network Trident
Ploughshares “George Lakey, a respected peace worker of experience and long standing, has
given us a book that deserves a place on the bookshelves of any peace-minded activist.”—
Bruce Kent, Vice-president of the UK Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament “An interesting and
useful contribution to the growing literature with ideas to inform and inspire present and future
activists.” —Rebecca Johnson, founding President of 2017 Nobel Peace Prize-winning
International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN) “Lakey gels strategy lessons for
successful nonviolent direct action into a single convenient reading with stories and tips from his
lifetime of study and practical experience (ideal for study groups).”—Mary Elizabeth King,
Director, James Lawson Institute “George Lakey distills hard-won insights from a lifetime of
social movement work around racial justice, queer organizing, nuclear disarmament, civil rights,
peace, environmental justice, in a staggering breadth of contexts around the world.”—Joshua
Kahn, Executive Director, The Wildfire Project “This book could not arrive at a better time for
those of us who wish to overcome the political and planetary challenges before us.”—Lissy
Romanow, Momentum “This book is a gift to progressive organizers everywhere!”—Mary Lou
Finley, sociologist, co-editor of The Chicago Freedom MovementAbout the AuthorGeorge Lakey
has been active in direct action campaigns for six decades. Recently retired from Swarthmore
College, where he was the Eugene M. Lang Visiting Professor for Issues of Social Change,
Lakey was first arrested at a civil rights demonstration in March 1963, and his most recent arrest
was on March 29, 2018, as a participant in the Power Local Green Jobs Campaign. His latest
book is How We Win: A Guide to Non-Violent Direct Action Campaigning. He lives in
Philadelphia.
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PRAISE FOR VIKING ECONOMICS“As we face unprecedented calamities in the United States,
history from around the world gives us models for what’s possible and how to get there. George
Lakey has for decades reminded us what a powerful tool nonviolence is, and in this book
focused on Scandinavia shows us how nonviolent tactics and brilliant organizing won enduring
changes in four countries’ governance and economy and, more than that, the values and beliefs
about what is just, fair, good, and possible. This book is an adventure and a field manual for our
moment.”—Rebecca Solnit, author of Hope in the Dark“Here, Lakey combines historical
analysis, economic data, and interview-based opinion to produce something that delivers much
more than each of those could do in isolation. As a result, Viking Economics tells a story of
economic change and the foundations on which it was built at a time when it is so obvious that
such narratives are desperately needed in modern political discourse.”—Richard Murphy, Times
Higher Education“A completely fascinating account of the Nordics—and, in particular, of
Norway, one of the planet’s most fascinating nations. Viking Economics shows us there’s no
reason we couldn’t be making far more progress across a wide range of problems. George
Lakey is great at explaining why.”—Bill McKibben, founder of 350.org“Brilliant, fun to read, and
most timely—just what Americans need right now! Lakey busts key myths that keep us believing
we can’t have the society we want. Bravo for this great source of evidence-grounded hope!”—
Frances Moore Lappé, author of Diet for a Small Planet“Carrying student debt? Working longer
hours with no vacation? Do you wonder if it is possible for the United States to reverse a
generation of extreme inequality? It doesn’t have to be this way. Viking Economics helps us
envision a different way of organizing our economy to put people and planet first.”—Chuck
Collins, senior scholar, Institute for Policy Studies, and author of Born on Third Base“The Nordic
model has proven extraordinarily successful in ensuring a decent standard of living for all the
citizens of these countries, while at the same time keeping them open to international trade and
at the forefront of technology. This short book is a great starting point for those looking for
insights into the origins and structure of this model.”—Dean Baker, co-director, Center for
Economic and Policy Research“There can be no strategy without a vision. Viking Economics is
filled with examples, inspiration, and the ingredients for a vision we most desperately need. I
hope everyone looking for hope reads this.”—Daniel Hunter, global trainings manager, 350.org,
and author of Building a Movement to End the New Jim Crow“After reading Viking Economics,
anyone living in the United States will be both inspired and indignant. Inspired about what is
possible, and indignant that most of our leaders ignore the existence of economic policies that
really take care of people. Now, there is no excuse.”—Kazu Haga, founder, East Point Peace
AcademyVIKING ECONOMICSCopyright © 2016, 2017 by George LakeyFirst Melville House
Printing: July 2016First Melville House Paperback Printing: July 2017Melville House Publishing8
Blackstock Mews46 John StreetandIslingtonBrooklyn, NY 11201London N4 2BT Library of
Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataNames: Lakey, George, author.Title: Viking economics :
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HV318 .L35 2016 (print) | LCC HV318 (ebook) | DDC 330.948—dc23LC record available
atDesign by Marina Drukmanv3.1CONTENTSCoverTitle PageCopyrightIntroduction:
Discovering Today’s Vikings Beyond the GuidebooksPART I: HOW THEY GOT TO THE
TOP1.Vikings as Iconic Adventurers, Then and Now2.Making Their Way in a Globalized
World3.Vikings Get Lost, Bankers Go Wild4.Iceland Creates the Biggest Crash, then
Rebounds5.How Norwegians Empowered Themselves to Adopt the Nordic ModelPART II:
DESIGN FOR LIVING IN THE NORDIC COUNTRIES6.More Start-ups than the United States:
Support for Entrepreneurs, Workers, and the Equality of Women7.Family Farmers and
Cooperatives: Key Players in the Nordic Model8.Preventing Poverty: Nordics Learn How an
Advanced Economy Can Abolish Poverty9.Creating Work/Life Balance10.Breaking Barriers to
Education and Lifelong Learning11.Paying for What You Get: The Viking Approach to
TaxesPART III: TODAY’S CHALLENGES, FOR THEM AND FOR US12.Allowing Racial and
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Change14.How Relevant Is the Nordic Model to the United States?Afterword: New Questions
for a New EraAcknowledgmentsNotesINTRODUCTIONDISCOVERING TODAY’S VIKINGS
BEYOND THE GUIDEBOOKSA few years ago, I sat in a living room in the Norwegian town of
Skien, surrounded by relatives. As a young man I’d married an international student from
Norway, and her family had adopted me. Whenever I was back in Norway, we’d get together for
pastries and coffee. I’d lived in Oslo more than half a century ago, but I’d come back many times.
Gathered in the living room that day were relatives of a variety of ages and occupations: teacher,
industrial worker, owner of a garden center, social worker, organic farmer, middle manager in a
business.As we talked about this and that, one of the cousins mentioned that she’d just heard
about the results of an experiment for shortening the workweek. She told us with some
excitement that the study measured people’s productivity when their workweek was shortened
from forty to thirty hours. The researchers found that the workers got more work done.I watched
the ripple of satisfaction around the room as the relatives started speculating about whether a
reduction in hours could work in their jobs, too. They wondered about the implications of having
more time off with the same total paycheck. On average, Norwegians work only 1,400 hours per
year—the lowest in Europe—and are famous for their high productivity. I was struck by the quiet
confidence everyone in the room seemed to have that as soon as the research was done, their
employers would change policies easily.“What about you, George?” a young woman asked. I
had been quiet throughout the conversation. “What’s the trend in hours worked in the
States?”“Actually,” I said, “the trend with us is in the opposite direction. Overall, people with jobs



work longer hours than before.”She was visibly surprised. “Does that mean that you take the time
off in other ways, like super-long vacations? Here in Norway the national law is a month paid
vacation for all, but some occupations get more because they are more stressful.”“Well …” I
paused, trying to ensure my Norwegian vocabulary was up to the task of conveying
disappointing news. “In the United States, we don’t tend to have long paid vacations. Lots of
people have two weeks, lots have one week, and some don’t have any paid vacation.”The room
became very still. I could sense my interlocutor trying to imagine living under such conditions.
After a while, she chanced another question, clearly wanting to allow for cultural
differences.“Maybe people in your country don’t want to have free time to enjoy your families,
and go hiking and do recreation, and have hobbies?”I was slow to respond. “Yes, we do want
those things, just as you do. It’s just that, well, we don’t know that we can have them.”Hence this
book. I wrote Viking Economics because so many of my fellow Americans experience the stark
impact of our economic challenges every single day, yet feel socially powerless about solving
them. One reason we’ve gotten stuck is that we’ve forgotten how successful Americans have
been when we’ve formed social movements. Everything from child-labor laws to Social Security,
after all, is a result of popular action.But it’s not just our own history we have to look toward. Too
often, we’re unaware of other societies that have tackled similar economic problems and taken
giant strides forward; without that knowledge, it’s hard to visualize the big changes we need to
make.Equality is probably the most potent example of this gap. Most Americans are deeply
aware of the wealth gap—even Republican politicians are starting to talk about it.Yet even as the
wealth gap continues to grow, very few politicians seem to know what to do about it. Fortunately,
bits of news are seeping into our country from the northwestern periphery of Europe. More
Americans have now heard that over there, they have free higher education, robust support for
families, a healthy work/life balance, active response to climate change, and an abundance of
high-paying jobs for young and old alike. Almost no one connects the dots, however, to realize
that these positives represent an egalitarian structure. Economists call the set of connections
“the Nordic model.”The conversation in that living room in Skien reveals what’s been going on:
the descendants of the Vikings set themselves up to conduct experiments that support
abundance for the people as a whole. Only one of the countries—Norway—struck it rich with oil,
but all of them progressed in similar ways. Their economies have a sixty-year track record of
delivering increased freedom and equality.I want the United States to benefit from the living
laboratory that Norwegians, Danes, Swedes, and Icelanders have created, and I’m confident
that their experiments with egalitarianism can be inspiring, useful, and applicable to
Americans.The Nordics weren’t always this way, of course. To get to the top of the global ratings,
they paid their dues. They started out far behind: for decades Norwegians and Swedes fled
poverty, emigrating to the United States and elsewhere. A century ago, their wealth gap was
huge. Their economic elites, who held the power, were unwilling or unable to steer their
countries toward justice and prosperity.But eventually, the people mobilized—nonviolently—to
displace their ineffective leadership and open the space for democracy. It did take open struggle,



but they finally created a situation where they achieved a remarkable degree of freedom and
equality key to the Nordic vision—and our own.I believe we can catch up. We have a long
tradition of citizens standing up for themselves and for their collective interests, and I have every
reason to think that we can take any lessons we choose from the laboratories of the North, and
run with them. I sincerely hope that Viking Economics can help in that effort.PART IHOW THEY
GOT TO THE TOP1VIKINGS AS ICONIC ADVENTURERS, THEN AND NOWI’m at the Viking
Ship Museum in Bygdøy, in Oslo, marveling at the open wooden ships—seventy-five feet and
smaller—that braved storms and the bitter cold of the Northern seas, all without modern
navigational aids.In the 790s, Vikings swept out of Norway and across the North Sea to raid the
British coast. They seized booty and killed anyone who resisted. With their light, shallow boats,
which could navigate rivers as well as handle the waves of the sea, the Vikings also plundered
villages upstream.The ancient world knew the ancestors of ethnic Norwegians, Swedes, and
Danes to be amazing sailors, and indeed, the very name Viking means, “to go on an expedition.”
Between the ninth and eleventh centuries, Viking men and women ventured eastward to present-
day Russia, Ukraine, Turkey, and even as far as Baghdad, and sailed west to Iceland,
Greenland, and Canada.The ancient Vikings traded—depending on how willing the local people
were—and they sometimes established farms and communities. They settled in such numbers
in northern England and Scotland that their genes still show up in the local gene pools.Which
isn’t to say that we should romanticize the Vikings and the scope of their achievements: these
were people who raided and killed people near and far without provocation. They set farms afire,
raped women, claimed as theirs the property of others.Yet the positive aspects of those
accomplishments have been a source of confidence to the moderns. Norwegians, Danes,
Swedes and Icelanders have all looked to the ancient Vikings for inspiration. Today we still
invoke a Viking spirit. It is part of the cultural DNA, still emboldening the Vikings’ descendents to
try new things—even when it means leaving the comforts of hearth and home.MY
ADVENTUREI’d never been outside the United States when, at twenty-one, I boarded a
transatlantic steamer bound for Oslo. I’d borrowed the money for a ticket from my grandfather,
who recognized a lovesick young man when he saw one. I was determined to marry Berit
Mathiesen, the Norwegian woman I met in Massachusetts, in a Quaker summer service project
for students.Five days after I got off the S.S. Stavangerfjord in Oslo, Berit and I were married in a
red brick church with tall towers in her hometown of Skien, an old port city west of Oslo.Berit was
the first in her family to go to college, and she did it by venturing out, getting a scholarship to go
to an American school. She earned her degree in Nebraska surrounded by prairie about as
different from her Norwegian mountains as anything she could find.When Berit’s three brothers
were young, they did what many working-class boys did: took a turn at sea as crew members on
Norwegian freighters. Einar, Kjell, and Leif Erik explored ports of call in Africa and Asia. (Tiny
Norway is the sixth-largest owner of merchant ships, following Germany, Japan, China, Greece,
and Russia.)A HUMBLE BEGINNINGAt the turn of the twentieth century, most Norwegians lived
in economic hardship. It would have been even worse if hundreds of thousands weren’t



emigrating, leaving the few jobs and farms to their other family members. Small farmers
supplemented their meager income by fishing and logging. Industrial workers toiled for long
hours in dangerous conditions for small wages and no security. The country as a whole had little
in the way of natural resources: forests, waterfalls, fish. Only 3 percent of the country was even
suitable for growing food.The tiny population, about three million, was scattered over an area
larger than Great Britain, and widely distributed in small valleys separated by mountains and
fjords. Trying to build roads to knit the population together was daunting given all the tunnels and
bridges that were necessary, and building railroads wasn’t any easier. The nation’s internal
market was tiny, and the dependence on global markets for the sale of commodities like timber
and fish meant being at the mercy of rising and falling prices.There were cultural limits as well.
Aside from the small, indigenous Sami population in the far north, Norwegians were mostly
white Lutherans. Cultural homogeneity tends to support economic stagnation.Poverty was
widespread in other Nordic countries, too. Sweden had significantly more natural resources and
a larger population, yet it, too, hemorrhaged its white Lutheran population to other countries
where prospects were better, including the United States.Yet only seven decades later, Norway
had achieved full employment, dramatically curbed poverty, built an efficient and modern
infrastructure, and provided good free health care, retirement benefits, and free education for all
of its citizens. That Norway achieved this before oil in the North Sea came online is remarkable,
as is the fact that Sweden, Denmark, and Iceland all did the same—all of them without oil.It is
easy to forget the magnitude of this transformation.When Berit and I were planning our
Norwegian wedding and how I’d spend my year in Norway with her, she said in passing that I’d
have no trouble studying at the University of Oslo. When Matriculation Day came around, I put
down my fourteen-dollar matriculation fee and double-checked to see if I had really paid in full. I
asked a couple of university student friends how this system could possibly make sense.“Look,”
Sigurd said, “wouldn’t you say that brains are an economic resource to a country?”“Well, yes, of
course,” I responded.“Then,” he continued, “why wouldn’t you want to develop your resources
fully instead of letting a barrier like money get in the way?”As I walked back to our apartment I
marveled at the sheer practicality of it.Such policies seemed like charming eccentricities of
limited relevance in 1960, the year Berit and I returned to the United States after a year of study.
After all, in those days many Americans did what I had been doing: working my way through a
state college with a little family support and no debt to burden me when I graduated.Today, with
higher education spiraling out of reach for most Americans and public education as a whole
being defunded, the Scandinavian choice to offer quality education without a financial barrier
seems revolutionary.What hadn’t dawned on me in 1960 was that the free universities typical of
Scandinavia already existed prior to the prosperity they became known for. The Nordics decided
that it was wise to invest significantly in education at all levels, and their decision has paid off
handsomely—not only in productivity, but also in the experience of personal freedom.Norway,
Sweden, Denmark, and Iceland embarked on a very specific economic adventure. It’s no
accident that the descendants of the Vikings designed economies with some of the same



characteristics that governed their boats: a broad vision harnessed to practical action, relying on
solidarity and teamwork. This combination of ambition and community promotes both freedom
and equality, and those of us who share those values can learn from their story, which begins
with the willingness to leave safe harbors—to venture out.EQUALITY AND PERSONAL
FREEDOM—A MATTER OF DESIGNLike most Americans today, Norwegians a century ago
didn’t like the results of a wealth gap: the hunger and poverty, the crime, elderly friends
warehoused or left in isolation, young people without hope of a good job. Norwegians also didn’t
like the attitudes that went with inequality: an inclination toward arrogance among higher-income
people and the feeling among lower-income people that they were losers, defeated by the
system.Early in the twentieth century, Norway had the formal institutions of parliamentary
democracy, but ordinary people were not empowered: they did not set the direction of their
society. The direction was set, instead, by the economic elite, through the political parties they
dominated and the businesses they ran. Career options were limited, and there was little social
mobility.The differences between then and now are striking: If you’re a Norwegian teenager
today and the job you’re interested in pursuing doesn’t require higher education, you can choose
among good public vocational courses. If you learn better in a hands-on apprenticeship mode,
publicly supported programs help you do that. If, instead, you prefer to develop a talent in art or
music, or follow a career at sea or in engineering, you can attend a free post-secondary
school.Paid maternity and paternity leave (including for adoptive parents) is built into the system,
and your job is held until you return. After the leave is over, child support is increased if you
choose to be a full-time parent. If your choice is to go back to work, affordable childcare is
available.Extensive, subsidized public transport means that you probably won’t need a car to get
to work. High educational standards prevail in big-city schools, as well as in the suburbs. Small
towns receive subsidies to make them attractive for people who might otherwise feel forced to
live in a city for cultural amenities, again increasing your options. The economy subsidizes family
farming both for its own sake and for food security, so farmers can earn a reasonable income,
another freedom denied in many industrialized countries.The government offers free vocational
counseling, education, and job-training resources for people seeking a career change, and
entre preneurialism is encouraged through free health care and a public pension for all: In
Norway, you have the freedom to fail without becoming a failure.Money doesn’t dominate the
political system, so citizens are freer to participate meaningfully in political life—and they’re more
likely to be exposed to newspapers with a variety of points of view, because journalism is
subsidized to avoid a narrowing of perspective. According to Freedom House, in 2013, Norway
was tied with Sweden at number one in the world for freedom of the press. Denmark was sixth,
and Iceland was tenth. (The United States was twenty-sixth.) Indeed, this approach to public life
has a long lineage in the region: Sweden was the first country in the world to establish freedom
of the press—in 1766.The Nordics are among the longest-living people in the world, and older
citizens continue to benefit from an economy designed for personal freedom. The Global Watch
Index studied ninety-six countries and rated Norway as the best place to grow old, followed



closely by Sweden.1 The pension system enables you to live at home with health aides or in a
senior living facility. You don’t need to fear hunger or lack of medicines or of health care. Every
small town has a music and culture center where you can enjoy the arts and pursue your
hobbies.The crime rate is very low, partly because societies with high equality tend to
experience less crime. Even in their largest city, Norwegians enjoy a remarkable degree of
freedom from fear about personal safety.Designing an economy that supports freedom and
equality pays off in happiness, judging from the Vikings’ descendants making the top ten in the
UN’s International Happiness Index. In 2015, the ratings showed Denmark, Iceland, and Norway
sharing first place with Switzerland, while Sweden was close to its cousins.2The Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), composed of thirty-four of the most-
developed nations, compared life satisfaction experienced by the people in each country in
2013. The OECD found Norway second, Iceland third, Sweden fourth, and Denmark fifth.3And
yet in spite of all this security and support, the Nordic yen for adventure has not disappeared.
Americans, too, have a strong yearning for both freedom and equality, so the Nordic desire for
both isn’t surprising. What is surprising, though, is that they went ahead and built an economy to
serve those values. That’s the story in this book.Like their Viking ancestors, the moderns made
mistakes in their explorations. Iceland’s financial collapse of 2008 was a spectacular error, and,
as I’ll describe, back in the 1980s, the Norwegians and Swedes made a series of serious
economic mistakes. The Nordics haven’t built a utopia: Norwegians see themselves as “a nation
of complainers,” and this book doesn’t shy away from the challenges that face them and their
Nordic cousins.Still, it’s useful for us as outsiders to observe the Nordics’ expeditions and to use
them to reflect on our own situations. There are many important lessons to be learned.2MAKING
THEIR WAY IN A GLOBALIZED WORLDWhat pushed the ancient Vikings to venture outside
their homes?Some believe that a growing population was using up available land. There was,
meanwhile, ample room for settlement in the nearby north of England, where agricultural land
abounded. Danish and Norwegian Vikings settled there in such large numbers that they
established “Danelaw.”When I taught at Woodbrooke College in Northern England, Berit and I
often dined with a group that included a man from Yorkshire. He seemed pleasant enough, but
neither of us could understand a word he was saying—his Yorkshire dialect was too thick. Berit,
the linguist in our family, suddenly solved the puzzle. “George,” she said, “I figured out how to
understand Peter. He pronounces his vowels in the same way as we do in Norwegian!” Another
explanation for the Vikings’ mobility is that other groups that had previously dominated long-
distance trade routes were in decline, which meant that there was a niche the Vikings could step
into. This might explain why Vikings journeyed into Russia and as far as Baghdad.But Greenland
had almost no population to trade with, nor did other islands like the Orkneys and Faroe Islands
in the extreme north, though the Vikings went there repeatedly. Even more puzzling is the fact
that the Vikings ventured westward past Greenland all the way to North America, as far as
Labrador and Newfoundland.It’s tempting to conclude that the Vikings were not only driven to
venture out, but also drawn by a vision of possibility.If that’s the case, that capacity for vision



emerged strongly in the twentieth century. Norwegians generated abundant support for their
visionaries during the previous century. It’s a good thing they did, considering the economic
realities they had to work with. Norway lacked the extensive land, abundant resources, and large
population that enabled countries like the United States and Germany to generate robust,
internally driven economies. Necessity, too, pushed Norwegians into the early experience of
globalization.MUST GLOBALIZATION HURT THE WORKING CLASS?President Barack
Obama expressed the conventional wisdom when he addressed economic suffering in the
United States in his August 28, 2013, address on the fiftieth anniversary of the March 1963 on
Washington. He argued that the decrease in good jobs and the proliferation of lower wages for
American workers were tied to technology and global competition.Obama’s words would make
little sense to Nordics, who for a century faced these challenges—technology and global
competition—and nevertheless designed their economies to increase jobs and raise wages.
Being at the mercy of international market forces didn’t determine their destiny.Consider Iceland,
which at the beginning of the twentieth century was one of Europe’s poorest economies. Two-
thirds of the people were employed in agriculture, working on small fields next to glaciers and
lava left from the last volcanic eruption. For much of the century there were only a quarter-million
Icelanders—a minuscule internal market. Economic growth was led by the fisheries, whose
prices depended on international market forces.Even more than the other Nordic countries,
Iceland should prove that globalization necessarily means a “race to the bottom,” and further,
that if a tiny economy is already near the bottom, globalization should keep its working people in
misery.But Icelanders rejected that narrative. They believed that an economy should serve the
values of the people: equality, freedom, and solidarity. Icelanders found ways to prioritize
investment in the people as part of their strategy for achieving prosperity.While still objectively
poor, the country offered free education, put its people into good housing, and gave everyone
access to health care and secure old-age pensions. Icelanders learned to tap their geothermal
energy for electricity and distribute it. They established a full employment policy and—as a
country with the population of Buffalo, New York—built their own airline.Although unable to reach
the prosperity standard of their Viking cousins, Icelanders refused to be victims and, except for a
notable recent lapse, developed an economy that served all its citizens. The idea that
globalization is so powerful that it deprives people of agency is contradicted by the experience
of the very countries that should be the most vulnerable.DENMARK FINDS THAT “SMALL IS
BEAUTIFUL”In the nineteenth century, Denmark competed to be a European power: it owned
both Iceland and Greenland and controlled Norway, and was rich in agriculture and trade.Yet the
Danish elite’s dream of empire was dashed in 1864, when Prussian leader Otto von Bismarck
seized one-third of Denmark’s home base—the provinces of Schleswig and Holstein—and
annexed them to Germany. Meanwhile, unemployment was rampant, and Danes were leaving
their country in droves.But thanks partly to the leadership of Lutheran bishop N.F.S. Grundtvik,
the Danes recovered by developing their own society instead of preoccupying themselves with
running other peoples’ countries. Social movements blossomed. Farmers discovered the



advantages of working together through co-ops to make Danish dairy and meat products among
the best anywhere. Danes invented folk high schools to make continuing education widely
available to the people, and as usual, the investment in people increased innovation and
efficiency.By the late nineteenth century, the growing numbers of shipyard and factory workers
began to feel their own strength, and formed study circles to explore why Danish wealth was not
more widely distributed. The workers struck for the rights to vote and unionize; they learned how
to make general strikes that shifted the balance of power. They also made a strategic alliance
with the farmers, as did their Viking sisters and brothers in Norway.Danish workers created a
Social Democratic Party that by 1924 had grown strong enough to form a government. Thorvald
Stauning, a worker in a cigar factory who became party leader, was the longest-serving prime
minister in Danish history. One of his early moves was to appoint a woman to his cabinet, a
historic first.GLOBALIZATION INTENSIFIES, AND DANES RESPOND WITH FLEXICURITYIn
the 1970s, factory owners in industrial countries were moving production to the global south, in
search of weak or nonexistent unions, lower wages, and fewer regulations. U.S. Steel, for
example, let their American steel mills decline while opening new ones in South Korea and
Brazil.Over time, the flight of factories proved a challenge to Danes and other Europeans:
relocated industries were beginning to compete successfully with factories remaining in
Europe.In the 1990s, Denmark faced the problem head-on. The Danes wanted full employment,
but were reluctant to follow their neighbor Germany’s policy of subsidizing inefficient firms to
keep workers at their jobs.Borrowing a 1995 Dutch concept called “flexicurity,” the Danes
changed the social contract between the state and the workforce. Instead of guaranteeing
workers their existing jobs, the government would guarantee workers ongoing support and
retraining so they could get new jobs.While retraining, people laid off from their jobs received up
to 90 percent of their former wages through unemployment insurance.The Dutch had
implemented a version of this policy but had given it fewer resources. The Danes brought to
flexicurity a century of successful workers’ struggles and its fruits: a stronger safety net, more
active job creation, and better training for the unemployed, and this more-robust version of
flexicurity became the “best practices” version, called the “Danish model.”Denmark’s Viking
cousins also adopted flexicurity, which turned out to be a win-win-win solution. Owners were
relieved that they could close inefficient factories and put their capital into more-promising
ventures. Workers were relieved that they would not be deprived of well-paid work that protected
their standard of living. Everyone was relieved that their taxes wouldn’t go ever higher to
subsidize jobs that no longer paid for themselves.Flexicurity affirmed a greatly respected Danish
value: to seek the well-being of the whole. Bishop Grundtvig would have been
pleased.Flexicurity gained traction in Europe, and in 2007 the Council of the European Union
recommended that its member governments consider flexicurity as they developed their
economic policies. The 2008 financial crisis intervened before other countries could adopt the
practice.Four years after the 2008 crash, Bloomberg’s Iain Begg surveyed the European
economic situation. He wrote on April 15, 2012: “In the Nordic countries, commitments to so-



called active labor-market policies designed to keep people connected to the workforce have
imparted resilience in employment that others envy.”When I was in New Zealand in the early
1970s, I read in a Wellington newspaper about some consultants from the International
Monetary Fund who were advising the government at the time. This was my first introduction to a
group of people who, as it turned out, were against the very notion of “resilience in employment.”
These consultants urged the government to give up its full-employment policy, and allow
unemployment to rise. That, the IMF pointed out, would encourage international investors to
invest money in New Zealand’s economy.I realized that this would certainly benefit some New
Zealanders, but only at the expense of others. Growing unemployment would increase the
number of people willing to work for less money; this, in turn, would reduce the strength of trade
unions; and both these results would benefit international investors and their elite associates in
New Zealand. This thinking would later come to be called the “race to the bottom.”This type of
pro-unemployment strategy I first took note of in the 1970s is being implemented today in much
of the Eurozone and the UK, where IMF-encouraged austerity programs throw people out of
work, increase the power of capital in relation to the labor movement, and create downward
pressure on wages, as well as shred the benefits that supported a decent life for the working and
middle classes.Yet the Viking countries remain on their own path. Norwegians I interviewed told
me over and over that a job is a primary means for participating in society. Everyone who can
work should do so. The responsibility of a country’s leadership is to generate a humming and
vibrant economy with jobs for all. The path to such an economy is in alignment with both
freedom and equality.BUSINESS CYCLES EXIST, SO PLAN FOR THEM!It’s a fact of economic
life: business goes in cycles. Globalization increases the difficulty that this poses for the small
nations that make their living through trading, but only a pessimist would assume that nothing
can be done about it.The Norwegian government, for example, long ago created Husbanken
(the housing bank) to help people build and buy homes. When a business cycle goes into
decline, Husbanken increases its activity, offering low-interest mortgages for first-time home
buyers.Many Norwegian renters take the new opportunity to buy homes, which also means
spending on construction, furniture, and so on. This rise in consumption not only helps adjust
the economy, it also produces one of the highest rates of home ownership in the world.4In the
wake of the Great Recession, President Barack Obama pleaded with German and other
Eurozone leaders to undertake major stimulus programs to counter the plunge of the business
cycle. After all, the United States has an economic stake in keeping Europe prosperous, so
consumers can buy American exports. Unfortunately for the President and most of the rest of us,
those leading the Eurozone and the UK had an agenda focused on austerity.IMMIGRANTS AND
GUEST WORKERSImmigration in Norway is as old as the ancient Viking kings, and immigrants
have provided important contributions to the country. Those kings found wives in foreign
countries in order to strengthen their international alliances. Centuries later, the German-based
Hanseatic League brought large-scale trade to Norway’s west-coast cities of Bergen and
Trondheim, and the civil servants working in Oslo were immigrants. Foreigners came to



Kongsberg to do mining, and immigrants facilitated the industrial use of waterfalls in the
nineteenth century. When we lived in Oslo in 1960, Berit and I spent a lot of time at an outdoor
café on Karl Johans Gate. We would look out onto a sea of white, blue-eyed people carrying
navy-blue raincoats and holding the hands of blond children. Now when I visit, I see Norwegians
of many colors, wearing everything from soccer pants to head scarves. Two hundred
nationalities can be found in the schools. In some classrooms, the majority of children are
learning basic Norwegian.In 1990, immigrants made up about 4 percent of Norway’s population
—today that number is about 14 percent: more than 700,000 people.A few years ago, I made
friends with a young man named Michael, who had come to Norway from Burundi a few years
earlier. I later learned that his story was typical for immigrants who wanted to settle down in
Norway.He met with the immigration authorities and was made an offer something like this: “We
pay you a living wage for a year while you spend full-time hours learning the Norwegian
language and culture and taking job training to prepare you for a job for which there is a need
here in Norway. We will locate you in a town or village, probably far from Oslo. You may be one of
a very few Africans around, or even the only one. We will find a family that will put you up until
you find your own place in the town.“If you miss your language lessons or other responsibilities,
we will dock your pay for the missing time. If your teacher believes that you need more time to
master the language, you’ll be eligible for an extension, while still being paid your wage. When
your time is up, we will help you find a job that will use your new skills. After a certain time has
elapsed you will be free to relocate anywhere in Norway.“Norway has a great interest in your
becoming a productive, tax-paying citizen. This is the contract we offer: take it or leave it (which
is to say: leave the country).”Michael was sent to a rural village among the western fjords. The
only African anywhere near, he experienced the loneliest time of his life. He found the cultural
differences enormous, but as his Norwegian improved he came to appreciate the life around him
and began to make friends. When free to do so, he moved to Oslo, a significantly more diverse
place. He feels he can now handle himself anywhere in the country and is pleased with that
achievement, and he counts himself lucky to live in a country with so much
freedom.NORWEGIANS VALUE WORKThe emphasis on work as a means of participation
underlies the Norwegian immigration policy. Norway followed some other European countries in
restricting its open immigration policy in the 1970s, but it has continued to accept people who
need asylum and many who want to join their families who previously emigrated to Norway.5In
2004, Norway opened its doors again—it was required to do so to participate in the European
Economic Area treaty, which gives it access to European Union (EU) markets. That year, the EU
admitted several new, job-hungry member countries from Eastern and Central Europe.
Gradually, workers from those countries found their way to Norway, often to take jobs in
construction, retail, restaurants, and hotels. By 2012, nearly all of the 38,000 new jobs created in
Norway were filled by immigrants. Three-quarters of them were taken by foreigners already
settled in Norway and the rest by guest workers.Guest workers are people who work and live in
Norway for six months or less. After Norway recovered from its financial disaster in the early



1990s, its economy generated more jobs than Norwegians could fill. The government’s
employment office recruited tens of thousands of guest workers from other countries, especially
neighbors like Poland and the Baltic States.When the 2008 global financial breakdown resulted
in increased unemployment elsewhere, it was even easier to attract workers from other
countries. Over 100,000 guest workers worked in Norway in 2010, from Poland, Estonia, Latvia,
Lithuania, Germany, and the UK, among others. The skill levels of guest workers range from
engineers and consultants to unskilled agricultural and forestry workers.The guest-worker
system requires that workers pay the standard payroll taxes even though they will not be around
to collect pensions at the end of their working lives. On the other hand, the payroll taxes entitle
them to unemployment compensation when their jobs in Norway run out, and depending on
opportunities in their home countries, many stick around and collect unemployment while
seeking fresh Norwegian jobs. But that’s not always easy, as Martins Selickis, a twenty-seven-
year-old carpenter from Latvia, told then-newspaper Aftenposten: “[Employers] demand that we
speak Norwegian and they only take on those who have worked for them before.”Still, Norway is
ranked number one among the twenty-seven richest countries for its policies on migration:
acceptance of asylum-seekers and refugees, open borders to immigrants and students from
developing countries, and friendly integration practices.6FOREIGN AIDDenmark, Sweden, and
Norway ranked first, second, and third in the Commitment to Development index in 2015. A lot of
their aid goes into multilateral programs. They do not require recipient countries to buy goods
and services from the donor. They set the standard for the amount of their economy that is given
to poor countries at about 1 percent.7Norway’s aid budget has doubled in nine years, to the level
of 30 billion kroner, and a lot of that goes into multilateral programs. Along with Sweden, Norway
is also one of the largest contributors to the United Nations.Norwegians like to target their
unilateral aid to reflect their values: assisting the poor, empowering women, and reducing
climate change. Three of the countries that get consistent attention are Sri Lanka, Chile, and
Cambodia. Norway tries to improve those countries’ access to trade so they can in turn earn
more capital for development. Recognizing that some governments hinder development due to
their own corruption and incompetency, Norwegians target some aid to try to solve those
problems, such as unsound taxation systems and illicit money flows.In many cases, Norwegian
aid is directed to women, as with access to contraception. This is based on the notion that
promoting the agency of women gives a head start to any country trying to climb out of
poverty.Norwegian aid is also heavily invested in environmental issues, such as green energy
initiatives. The country also prioritizes programs to combat deforestation, especially in Brazil,
Indonesia, Guyana, and Tanzania.But to some internationalists, the Norwegian aid program is
best known for its emphasis on conflict resolution. Through training and hands-on mediation,
Norwegians have for many years worked in areas of bloody conflict to increase the chance for
peace with justice.NORWAY AND THE EUROPEAN UNION—A SURPRISEWhen a new
European vision came along in the 1950s, proposing a degree of economic integration, Norway
looked at it with interest. Norway prided itself on its internationalist tradition and the contribution



of Norwegian Trygve Lie, the labor leader who in 1946 became the UN’s first-ever Secretary-
General.Norway applied for membership in the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1962,
along with the United Kingdom and others, but the UK was rebuffed and instead set up a parallel
group, the European Free Trade Area. Norway joined its “big brother” in EFTA.Norway did not
expect EFTA to be a permanent arrangement; its main trading partners, after all, were members
of the EEC. For the next ten years, Norway negotiated with the EEC and prepared itself for
membership. All of the major political parties agreed with this. Only the tiny Communist Party
dissented.In January 1972, the Storting—Norway’s parliament—voted to join the EEC. Members
of parliament were then stunned by an enormous protest at the grassroots level. The Labor
government was forced to agree to a referendum. That fall, 53.5 percent of the popular votes
were against membership.The Labor Party was shocked. Because the nature of the issue went
to the heart of Norway’s future direction, the party regarded the referendum as a vote of no-
confidence and resigned. The resignation, however, led to chaos because no major party could
step into its place. All had supported membership in the EEC.Finally a governing coalition was
patched together and an interim agreement was signed with the EEC, in lieu of membership,
that supported a strong trading relationship for Norway. That relationship continued when the
EEC transformed into the European Union (EU).The Labor Party hoped that, with further
education, the grassroots opposition would wither. It set up another referendum for 1994, but
again the proposal for membership failed. 2013 polls showed about 70 percent of Norwegians
still oppose joining the EU, and the Socialist Left Party (a junior partner that joined the Labor
Party in the governing coalition in 2005) went beyond that opposition, urging departure from the
European Economic Agreement that interfaces with the EU.Denmark and Sweden have differed
from Norway and Iceland when it comes to this issue: the two Nordics whose boundaries meet
the rest of Europe have joined the European Union. Denmark and Sweden carefully avoided
joining the Eurozone, however. They retained their own currencies, giving them flexibility that
other EU countries have lacked when facing the top-down controlling austerity measures that
followed 2008.While interviewing Norwegians about the EU, I found that, in addition to voting
based on their material interests, they also reflected the visionary dimension of the Viking
heritage.Those who most opposed membership in what is now the EU saw the member
countries faltering in whatever loyalty they formerly had to social democratic ideals. Almost
everywhere these Norwegians looked, the economic elite seemed to be in charge. Joining the
EU, the dissenters feared, would mean that their small country would surrender to the
domination of giant banks and corporations.Norwegians had corrected their errant banks in the
early 1990s, but most countries had not done so. When the EU members’ economies took a
dive, would governments expect the resulting mess to be paid for by the workers rather than
those who caused the disaster? The answer turned out to be yes.Giant corporations continue to
make threats that add evidence to the case made by Norwegians concerned about being out-
maneuvered. Writer Asbjørn Wahl tells us that the multi-national Kraft Corporation, which bought
the iconic Norwegian chocolate firm Freia, pressed workers in Oslo to accept night shifts. If they



refused, Kraft said, it would take the jobs to another European country.8Those suspicious of the
EU expected that high Norwegian standards, such as worker protection and compensation,
democratic participation, support for the weakest, and access to economic necessities such as
public education, would be pressed downward. Norwegians know how to maintain the stability of
their kroner—what might happen with the euro?My brother-in-law Leif Erik, who lives outside
Skien next to farmers, told me that one reason Norwegian agricultural products get such high
prices in the EU is because they are reliably of high quality, which cannot be said any longer of
most EU farmers’ products. Since Denmark joined the EU, he said, farmers have become so
specialized that the country has lost its food security. In contrast, Norway still meets its own
needs for meat and dairy products despite its limited arable land base. What will happen to food
security, and the beauty of Norway’s landscape, if the country joins the EU, loses its ability to
subsidize its agricultural sector, and sees its farms returned to trees and logging?Labor Party
consultant Dag Seierstad told me during our meeting in the Storting that the growing trend
toward a joint foreign policy in the EU also collides with the Norwegian vision of peace. “We must
retain our independence,” he said, “in order to follow our own responsibilities as
peacemakers.”And so we have the irony that the people who give the highest per-capita
contribution to foreign-aid efforts like the UN Development Program, and who consider their
internationalism second to none, stubbornly resist joining the integration process closest to
them. The Norwegian Vikings, it seems, remain visionaries.3VIKINGS GET LOST, BANKERS
GO WILDIt’s hard to understand how the descendants of Vikings could have steered into an
economic glacier.Sweden, Norway, and Iceland had made enormous economic gains for half a
century by emphasizing the development of human capital and guiding the economy for the
common good. They were small ships in shark-infested international waters, and the crews
thrived because they had developed resilient structures and chose reliable stars to navigate
by.In the 1980s, Norway and Sweden turned away from what had been working for them and
deregulated, giving the financial sectors the chance to act in their own, short-range interests.
The private banks speculated, creating housing bubbles. The bubbles burst. Both nations
headed into crisis.To understand what might seem incomprehensible, we need to understand
the larger context. It is not easy for small nations to stay focused on their own vision and the
wisdom of their own experience when giant nations are telling them they are wrong. Ronald
Reagan was elected U.S. president in 1980. Margaret Thatcher became British prime minister in
1979. Both countries were widely respected in Scandinavia.Reagan and Thatcher shared an
alternative vision: instead of freeing all individuals through increasing their opportunities, it was
time to free owners to make more money, and that, they claimed, would trickle down and benefit
everyone.It’s not a new idea, but it found some fertile soil in Norway. A severe international oil
shock had come in 1973–74, resulting from the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC) hiking the price of oil. The shock triggered the deepest world economic
recession since the 1930s. World trade and production grew at a much weaker pace, hurting the
Nordics, and Norway in particular. Norwegian economist Lars Mjøset argues that the Labor



government’s policy responses included mistakes that contributed to a worrying period of
stagflation: economic growth was slowing but inflation was moving upward and unemployment
was straining to do so as well.The neoliberal gospel also had some resonance because Viking
economics includes many rules and regulations. I remember Berit’s dad Johannes complaining
about the red tape involved with his gardening business; land-use regulations meant getting
permission to make some changes that he wanted to make. That’s a common experience in
Norway, and over time it can chafe.Perhaps, some Norwegian economists were saying, the
market does have its own wisdom that will yield the best result when rules are dropped and each
owner seizes the moment without worrying about consequences. If great and respected nations
like the United States and the UK take this chance, why not little Norway?In 1981, the
Norwegian Conservative Party formed a minority government, which it expanded in 1983 into a
center-right majority coalition. The coalition deregulated the credit market in 1984. For the first
time in decades, the bankers could pursue their own short-term interests.SWEDEN FOLLOWS
NORWAYThe Social Democrats remained the governing party in Sweden, but in 1985 they
followed the Norwegian Conservatives’ deregulation move. Now Swedish bankers could expand
like their Norwegian colleagues. By 1990, all of Sweden’s largest banks were speculating on
commercial property and the bubble grew. Despite the bankers’ gamble that what goes up can
stay up, the bubble burst. In the next few years, 90 percent of the banking sector experienced
massive losses.The government nationalized two of the banks, sheltered some that looked like
they could survive, and took the attitude that the rest could go bankrupt. Stockholders were left
empty-handed.As it turned out, three of the large banks were able to raise necessary capital
privately. Regulation was reimposed and Sweden began to recover, taking care to retain its
famous safety net to undergird the economy and to protect individual Swedes.The mid-1990s
were nevertheless a challenging time for many Swedes because of the fallout from the bank
crisis. The government poured money into professional training and university courses, which of
course stimulated the economy. In that period, according to Sweden’s present prime minister,
Stefan Løfven, “Almost a million people got a chance to raise their education, which was very
good, because when things started to go well, people were on a higher level.”9 Løfven is a
welder by occupation and was the leader of the national metal workers’ union before becoming a
politician.The Swedish version of financial-sector “tough love” put the economy in such a strong
position that when the 2008 financial crisis hit most of Europe, Sweden could use a series of
flexible measures that minimized disruption. The banks had already been cleaned up. The
Swedes used counter-cyclical measures to stimulate demand. Even though it was a member of
the European Union, Sweden retained the krona, which gave it the advantage of flexibility not
retained by nations in the Eurozone. In addition, their famous social safety net worked to keep
Swedes accessing health care, education, and job training programs, and maintained the jobs
that provided those services.From this experience, some Swedish economists conclude that a
high level of ongoing, thoughtful governmental intervention in the economy works better than
occasional large spurts of stimulus.The result: by 2011, The Washington Post was calling



Sweden the “rock star of the recovery,” with a growth rate twice that of the United States, much
less unemployment, and a strong currency.“THE NATIONAL MOTHER” TAKES LEADERSHIP
IN NORWAYIn the 1985 elections, the Norwegians voted out the center-right coalition. Labor
came back in as a minority government, led by Gro Harlem Brundtland. Norway would not have
a majority-based government again until 2005. Brundtland had several terms as prime minister;
she strongly influenced Norwegian politics and society and was nicknamed “the national
mother.”Brundtland was a medical doctor by trade, and one of her achievements was to put
climate change on the global agenda. She did not, however, reimpose strong regulations on the
banks.Though Norwegian banks began to wobble in the next few years, few imagined major
trouble was coming. But, as in Sweden, the Norwegian bankers’ bubble burst. In 1991, the
commercial banking sector collapsed.In decisive action, Brundtland’s government seized the
three biggest banks of Norway (which were the biggest culprits and together represented half
the banking sector), fired the senior management, and made sure the shareholders didn’t get a
krone.The now publicly owned banks were given new, accountable management and time to
clean up. The government told the rest of the private banking sector that they were on their own:
if they in fact had money in their mattresses with which they could recapitalize, fine; if not, they
could go bankrupt. No way would Norwegian citizens bail them out.Regulations were put back
into place. The lesson to the entire financial sector was unmistakable: risk your own money, not
other people’s.The government gradually sold shares in the banks it had seized and made a net
profit. It kept a majority stake in the largest bank, DNB NOR, reportedly as a safeguard to
prevent the bank from being sold to foreign banks.A couple of decades later, in 2011, Norwegian
State Secretary Morten Søberg reflected on what Norway learned from its harrowing experience.
One lesson was to make the first step the elimination of shareholder equity in the banks chosen
for government intervention:In this way, those responsible for the banks’ business and risk
management—the owners—suffered losses before everyone else, while the transfer of risk from
private actors to the public purse was accompanied by control and ownership of future profits.
This recipe for crisis management contrasts with many other approaches during various crises.
Too often, governments have implemented support measures without charging those
responsible for the problems properly. This gives rise to the proverbial “privatization of profits
and socialization of costs,” and very bad incentives for good banking. The Norwegian approach
to crisis management, on the other hand, provides healthy incentives for good banking, as
banks and their owners can expect that any new losses due to high risk-taking must be borne by
themselves.DENMARK AVOIDS A CRASHIn order to implement neoliberal policies in her own
country, British prime minister Margaret Thatcher needed to weaken the labor movement. In
1984, she confronted the coal miners, whose strike deepened into a general strike. Through
archival research reporters recently discovered that at the time, Thatcher considered imposing a
state of emergency and mobilizing troops.10Denmark’s center-right government was in that
same period seeking to impose austerity measures and also encountered strenuous opposition
from labor, including a strike that fared better than that against Thatcher.11 Labor went on the



offensive, and campaigned for a 4 percent pay hike, a thirty-five-hour work week, and increased
taxes on corporations.When the government tried to impose a settlement and ban the strike,
some 100,000 workers gathered outside the Parliament building in Copenhagen. They barred
lawmakers from going into the building and delayed debate on the government’s legislation.
Municipal workers refused to clear Copenhagen streets of the overnight snowfall, while other
Danes slogged through the snow to join the protest. Wildcat strikes erupted in many sectors,
and the illegal, nonviolent strike spread until about 320,000 workers joined (in a country of only 5
million).12The government decided to urge compromise and settled the strike, with the
employers’ association making concessions.13The government largely gave up the Thatcherite
agenda. Danish banks struggled in the 1980s but escaped the Norwegian and Swedish crashes.
The Danes retained a stronger regulatory regime on finance, and their banks maintained higher
cash reserves as well.NORWAY AND SWEDEN RECOVER QUICKLYNorway and Sweden
bounced back quickly from their collapses through tough and effective governmental
intervention, avoiding the “lost decade” syndrome that dogged Japan after its early-1990s crash,
and that seems to be the continuing reality of the United States and much of Europe
post-2008.14When the 2008 banking crisis hit countries like Britain, France, and Germany, the
Norwegian and Swedish banks were unscathed. Of course, the fact that giants around them
were toppling had a negative impact on their economies as a whole, but Denmark, Sweden, and
Norway all found it easier to regain their footing because their stronger democracies made sure
their banks were clean, transparent, and accountable. Rejecting free-market ideology, they had
largely returned to what works.PRAISE FOR VIKING ECONOMICS“As we face unprecedented
calamities in the United States, history from around the world gives us models for what’s
possible and how to get there. George Lakey has for decades reminded us what a powerful tool
nonviolence is, and in this book focused on Scandinavia shows us how nonviolent tactics and
brilliant organizing won enduring changes in four countries’ governance and economy and, more
than that, the values and beliefs about what is just, fair, good, and possible. This book is an
adventure and a field manual for our moment.”—Rebecca Solnit, author of Hope in the
Dark“Here, Lakey combines historical analysis, economic data, and interview-based opinion to
produce something that delivers much more than each of those could do in isolation. As a result,
Viking Economics tells a story of economic change and the foundations on which it was built at a
time when it is so obvious that such narratives are desperately needed in modern political
discourse.”—Richard Murphy, Times Higher Education“A completely fascinating account of the
Nordics—and, in particular, of Norway, one of the planet’s most fascinating nations. Viking
Economics shows us there’s no reason we couldn’t be making far more progress across a wide
range of problems. George Lakey is great at explaining why.”—Bill McKibben, founder of
350.org“Brilliant, fun to read, and most timely—just what Americans need right now! Lakey busts
key myths that keep us believing we can’t have the society we want. Bravo for this great source
of evidence-grounded hope!”—Frances Moore Lappé, author of Diet for a Small Planet“Carrying
student debt? Working longer hours with no vacation? Do you wonder if it is possible for the
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EraAcknowledgmentsNotesINTRODUCTIONDISCOVERING TODAY’S VIKINGS BEYOND THE
GUIDEBOOKSA few years ago, I sat in a living room in the Norwegian town of Skien,
surrounded by relatives. As a young man I’d married an international student from Norway, and
her family had adopted me. Whenever I was back in Norway, we’d get together for pastries and
coffee. I’d lived in Oslo more than half a century ago, but I’d come back many times. Gathered in
the living room that day were relatives of a variety of ages and occupations: teacher, industrial
worker, owner of a garden center, social worker, organic farmer, middle manager in a
business.As we talked about this and that, one of the cousins mentioned that she’d just heard



about the results of an experiment for shortening the workweek. She told us with some
excitement that the study measured people’s productivity when their workweek was shortened
from forty to thirty hours. The researchers found that the workers got more work done.I watched
the ripple of satisfaction around the room as the relatives started speculating about whether a
reduction in hours could work in their jobs, too. They wondered about the implications of having
more time off with the same total paycheck. On average, Norwegians work only 1,400 hours per
year—the lowest in Europe—and are famous for their high productivity. I was struck by the quiet
confidence everyone in the room seemed to have that as soon as the research was done, their
employers would change policies easily.“What about you, George?” a young woman asked. I
had been quiet throughout the conversation. “What’s the trend in hours worked in the
States?”“Actually,” I said, “the trend with us is in the opposite direction. Overall, people with jobs
work longer hours than before.”She was visibly surprised. “Does that mean that you take the time
off in other ways, like super-long vacations? Here in Norway the national law is a month paid
vacation for all, but some occupations get more because they are more stressful.”“Well …” I
paused, trying to ensure my Norwegian vocabulary was up to the task of conveying
disappointing news. “In the United States, we don’t tend to have long paid vacations. Lots of
people have two weeks, lots have one week, and some don’t have any paid vacation.”The room
became very still. I could sense my interlocutor trying to imagine living under such conditions.
After a while, she chanced another question, clearly wanting to allow for cultural
differences.“Maybe people in your country don’t want to have free time to enjoy your families,
and go hiking and do recreation, and have hobbies?”I was slow to respond. “Yes, we do want
those things, just as you do. It’s just that, well, we don’t know that we can have them.”Hence this
book. I wrote Viking Economics because so many of my fellow Americans experience the stark
impact of our economic challenges every single day, yet feel socially powerless about solving
them. One reason we’ve gotten stuck is that we’ve forgotten how successful Americans have
been when we’ve formed social movements. Everything from child-labor laws to Social Security,
after all, is a result of popular action.But it’s not just our own history we have to look toward. Too
often, we’re unaware of other societies that have tackled similar economic problems and taken
giant strides forward; without that knowledge, it’s hard to visualize the big changes we need to
make.Equality is probably the most potent example of this gap. Most Americans are deeply
aware of the wealth gap—even Republican politicians are starting to talk about it.Yet even as the
wealth gap continues to grow, very few politicians seem to know what to do about it. Fortunately,
bits of news are seeping into our country from the northwestern periphery of Europe. More
Americans have now heard that over there, they have free higher education, robust support for
families, a healthy work/life balance, active response to climate change, and an abundance of
high-paying jobs for young and old alike. Almost no one connects the dots, however, to realize
that these positives represent an egalitarian structure. Economists call the set of connections
“the Nordic model.”The conversation in that living room in Skien reveals what’s been going on:
the descendants of the Vikings set themselves up to conduct experiments that support



abundance for the people as a whole. Only one of the countries—Norway—struck it rich with oil,
but all of them progressed in similar ways. Their economies have a sixty-year track record of
delivering increased freedom and equality.I want the United States to benefit from the living
laboratory that Norwegians, Danes, Swedes, and Icelanders have created, and I’m confident
that their experiments with egalitarianism can be inspiring, useful, and applicable to
Americans.The Nordics weren’t always this way, of course. To get to the top of the global ratings,
they paid their dues. They started out far behind: for decades Norwegians and Swedes fled
poverty, emigrating to the United States and elsewhere. A century ago, their wealth gap was
huge. Their economic elites, who held the power, were unwilling or unable to steer their
countries toward justice and prosperity.But eventually, the people mobilized—nonviolently—to
displace their ineffective leadership and open the space for democracy. It did take open struggle,
but they finally created a situation where they achieved a remarkable degree of freedom and
equality key to the Nordic vision—and our own.I believe we can catch up. We have a long
tradition of citizens standing up for themselves and for their collective interests, and I have every
reason to think that we can take any lessons we choose from the laboratories of the North, and
run with them. I sincerely hope that Viking Economics can help in that
effort.INTRODUCTIONDISCOVERING TODAY’S VIKINGS BEYOND THE GUIDEBOOKSA few
years ago, I sat in a living room in the Norwegian town of Skien, surrounded by relatives. As a
young man I’d married an international student from Norway, and her family had adopted me.
Whenever I was back in Norway, we’d get together for pastries and coffee. I’d lived in Oslo more
than half a century ago, but I’d come back many times. Gathered in the living room that day were
relatives of a variety of ages and occupations: teacher, industrial worker, owner of a garden
center, social worker, organic farmer, middle manager in a business.As we talked about this and
that, one of the cousins mentioned that she’d just heard about the results of an experiment for
shortening the workweek. She told us with some excitement that the study measured people’s
productivity when their workweek was shortened from forty to thirty hours. The researchers
found that the workers got more work done.I watched the ripple of satisfaction around the room
as the relatives started speculating about whether a reduction in hours could work in their jobs,
too. They wondered about the implications of having more time off with the same total paycheck.
On average, Norwegians work only 1,400 hours per year—the lowest in Europe—and are
famous for their high productivity. I was struck by the quiet confidence everyone in the room
seemed to have that as soon as the research was done, their employers would change policies
easily.“What about you, George?” a young woman asked. I had been quiet throughout the
conversation. “What’s the trend in hours worked in the States?”“Actually,” I said, “the trend with
us is in the opposite direction. Overall, people with jobs work longer hours than before.”She was
visibly surprised. “Does that mean that you take the time off in other ways, like super-long
vacations? Here in Norway the national law is a month paid vacation for all, but some
occupations get more because they are more stressful.”“Well …” I paused, trying to ensure my
Norwegian vocabulary was up to the task of conveying disappointing news. “In the United



States, we don’t tend to have long paid vacations. Lots of people have two weeks, lots have one
week, and some don’t have any paid vacation.”The room became very still. I could sense my
interlocutor trying to imagine living under such conditions. After a while, she chanced another
question, clearly wanting to allow for cultural differences.“Maybe people in your country don’t
want to have free time to enjoy your families, and go hiking and do recreation, and have
hobbies?”I was slow to respond. “Yes, we do want those things, just as you do. It’s just that, well,
we don’t know that we can have them.”Hence this book. I wrote Viking Economics because so
many of my fellow Americans experience the stark impact of our economic challenges every
single day, yet feel socially powerless about solving them. One reason we’ve gotten stuck is that
we’ve forgotten how successful Americans have been when we’ve formed social movements.
Everything from child-labor laws to Social Security, after all, is a result of popular action.But it’s
not just our own history we have to look toward. Too often, we’re unaware of other societies that
have tackled similar economic problems and taken giant strides forward; without that
knowledge, it’s hard to visualize the big changes we need to make.Equality is probably the most
potent example of this gap. Most Americans are deeply aware of the wealth gap—even
Republican politicians are starting to talk about it.Yet even as the wealth gap continues to grow,
very few politicians seem to know what to do about it. Fortunately, bits of news are seeping into
our country from the northwestern periphery of Europe. More Americans have now heard that
over there, they have free higher education, robust support for families, a healthy work/life
balance, active response to climate change, and an abundance of high-paying jobs for young
and old alike. Almost no one connects the dots, however, to realize that these positives
represent an egalitarian structure. Economists call the set of connections “the Nordic model.”The
conversation in that living room in Skien reveals what’s been going on: the descendants of the
Vikings set themselves up to conduct experiments that support abundance for the people as a
whole. Only one of the countries—Norway—struck it rich with oil, but all of them progressed in
similar ways. Their economies have a sixty-year track record of delivering increased freedom
and equality.I want the United States to benefit from the living laboratory that Norwegians,
Danes, Swedes, and Icelanders have created, and I’m confident that their experiments with
egalitarianism can be inspiring, useful, and applicable to Americans.The Nordics weren’t always
this way, of course. To get to the top of the global ratings, they paid their dues. They started out
far behind: for decades Norwegians and Swedes fled poverty, emigrating to the United States
and elsewhere. A century ago, their wealth gap was huge. Their economic elites, who held the
power, were unwilling or unable to steer their countries toward justice and prosperity.But
eventually, the people mobilized—nonviolently—to displace their ineffective leadership and
open the space for democracy. It did take open struggle, but they finally created a situation
where they achieved a remarkable degree of freedom and equality key to the Nordic vision—and
our own.I believe we can catch up. We have a long tradition of citizens standing up for
themselves and for their collective interests, and I have every reason to think that we can take
any lessons we choose from the laboratories of the North, and run with them. I sincerely hope



that Viking Economics can help in that effort.PART IHOW THEY GOT TO THE TOPPART IHOW
THEY GOT TO THE TOP1VIKINGS AS ICONIC ADVENTURERS, THEN AND NOWI’m at the
Viking Ship Museum in Bygdøy, in Oslo, marveling at the open wooden ships—seventy-five feet
and smaller—that braved storms and the bitter cold of the Northern seas, all without modern
navigational aids.In the 790s, Vikings swept out of Norway and across the North Sea to raid the
British coast. They seized booty and killed anyone who resisted. With their light, shallow boats,
which could navigate rivers as well as handle the waves of the sea, the Vikings also plundered
villages upstream.The ancient world knew the ancestors of ethnic Norwegians, Swedes, and
Danes to be amazing sailors, and indeed, the very name Viking means, “to go on an expedition.”
Between the ninth and eleventh centuries, Viking men and women ventured eastward to present-
day Russia, Ukraine, Turkey, and even as far as Baghdad, and sailed west to Iceland,
Greenland, and Canada.The ancient Vikings traded—depending on how willing the local people
were—and they sometimes established farms and communities. They settled in such numbers
in northern England and Scotland that their genes still show up in the local gene pools.Which
isn’t to say that we should romanticize the Vikings and the scope of their achievements: these
were people who raided and killed people near and far without provocation. They set farms afire,
raped women, claimed as theirs the property of others.Yet the positive aspects of those
accomplishments have been a source of confidence to the moderns. Norwegians, Danes,
Swedes and Icelanders have all looked to the ancient Vikings for inspiration. Today we still
invoke a Viking spirit. It is part of the cultural DNA, still emboldening the Vikings’ descendents to
try new things—even when it means leaving the comforts of hearth and home.MY
ADVENTUREI’d never been outside the United States when, at twenty-one, I boarded a
transatlantic steamer bound for Oslo. I’d borrowed the money for a ticket from my grandfather,
who recognized a lovesick young man when he saw one. I was determined to marry Berit
Mathiesen, the Norwegian woman I met in Massachusetts, in a Quaker summer service project
for students.Five days after I got off the S.S. Stavangerfjord in Oslo, Berit and I were married in a
red brick church with tall towers in her hometown of Skien, an old port city west of Oslo.Berit was
the first in her family to go to college, and she did it by venturing out, getting a scholarship to go
to an American school. She earned her degree in Nebraska surrounded by prairie about as
different from her Norwegian mountains as anything she could find.When Berit’s three brothers
were young, they did what many working-class boys did: took a turn at sea as crew members on
Norwegian freighters. Einar, Kjell, and Leif Erik explored ports of call in Africa and Asia. (Tiny
Norway is the sixth-largest owner of merchant ships, following Germany, Japan, China, Greece,
and Russia.)A HUMBLE BEGINNINGAt the turn of the twentieth century, most Norwegians lived
in economic hardship. It would have been even worse if hundreds of thousands weren’t
emigrating, leaving the few jobs and farms to their other family members. Small farmers
supplemented their meager income by fishing and logging. Industrial workers toiled for long
hours in dangerous conditions for small wages and no security. The country as a whole had little
in the way of natural resources: forests, waterfalls, fish. Only 3 percent of the country was even



suitable for growing food.The tiny population, about three million, was scattered over an area
larger than Great Britain, and widely distributed in small valleys separated by mountains and
fjords. Trying to build roads to knit the population together was daunting given all the tunnels and
bridges that were necessary, and building railroads wasn’t any easier. The nation’s internal
market was tiny, and the dependence on global markets for the sale of commodities like timber
and fish meant being at the mercy of rising and falling prices.There were cultural limits as well.
Aside from the small, indigenous Sami population in the far north, Norwegians were mostly
white Lutherans. Cultural homogeneity tends to support economic stagnation.Poverty was
widespread in other Nordic countries, too. Sweden had significantly more natural resources and
a larger population, yet it, too, hemorrhaged its white Lutheran population to other countries
where prospects were better, including the United States.Yet only seven decades later, Norway
had achieved full employment, dramatically curbed poverty, built an efficient and modern
infrastructure, and provided good free health care, retirement benefits, and free education for all
of its citizens. That Norway achieved this before oil in the North Sea came online is remarkable,
as is the fact that Sweden, Denmark, and Iceland all did the same—all of them without oil.It is
easy to forget the magnitude of this transformation.When Berit and I were planning our
Norwegian wedding and how I’d spend my year in Norway with her, she said in passing that I’d
have no trouble studying at the University of Oslo. When Matriculation Day came around, I put
down my fourteen-dollar matriculation fee and double-checked to see if I had really paid in full. I
asked a couple of university student friends how this system could possibly make sense.“Look,”
Sigurd said, “wouldn’t you say that brains are an economic resource to a country?”“Well, yes, of
course,” I responded.“Then,” he continued, “why wouldn’t you want to develop your resources
fully instead of letting a barrier like money get in the way?”As I walked back to our apartment I
marveled at the sheer practicality of it.Such policies seemed like charming eccentricities of
limited relevance in 1960, the year Berit and I returned to the United States after a year of study.
After all, in those days many Americans did what I had been doing: working my way through a
state college with a little family support and no debt to burden me when I graduated.Today, with
higher education spiraling out of reach for most Americans and public education as a whole
being defunded, the Scandinavian choice to offer quality education without a financial barrier
seems revolutionary.What hadn’t dawned on me in 1960 was that the free universities typical of
Scandinavia already existed prior to the prosperity they became known for. The Nordics decided
that it was wise to invest significantly in education at all levels, and their decision has paid off
handsomely—not only in productivity, but also in the experience of personal freedom.Norway,
Sweden, Denmark, and Iceland embarked on a very specific economic adventure. It’s no
accident that the descendants of the Vikings designed economies with some of the same
characteristics that governed their boats: a broad vision harnessed to practical action, relying on
solidarity and teamwork. This combination of ambition and community promotes both freedom
and equality, and those of us who share those values can learn from their story, which begins
with the willingness to leave safe harbors—to venture out.EQUALITY AND PERSONAL



FREEDOM—A MATTER OF DESIGNLike most Americans today, Norwegians a century ago
didn’t like the results of a wealth gap: the hunger and poverty, the crime, elderly friends
warehoused or left in isolation, young people without hope of a good job. Norwegians also didn’t
like the attitudes that went with inequality: an inclination toward arrogance among higher-income
people and the feeling among lower-income people that they were losers, defeated by the
system.Early in the twentieth century, Norway had the formal institutions of parliamentary
democracy, but ordinary people were not empowered: they did not set the direction of their
society. The direction was set, instead, by the economic elite, through the political parties they
dominated and the businesses they ran. Career options were limited, and there was little social
mobility.The differences between then and now are striking: If you’re a Norwegian teenager
today and the job you’re interested in pursuing doesn’t require higher education, you can choose
among good public vocational courses. If you learn better in a hands-on apprenticeship mode,
publicly supported programs help you do that. If, instead, you prefer to develop a talent in art or
music, or follow a career at sea or in engineering, you can attend a free post-secondary
school.Paid maternity and paternity leave (including for adoptive parents) is built into the system,
and your job is held until you return. After the leave is over, child support is increased if you
choose to be a full-time parent. If your choice is to go back to work, affordable childcare is
available.Extensive, subsidized public transport means that you probably won’t need a car to get
to work. High educational standards prevail in big-city schools, as well as in the suburbs. Small
towns receive subsidies to make them attractive for people who might otherwise feel forced to
live in a city for cultural amenities, again increasing your options. The economy subsidizes family
farming both for its own sake and for food security, so farmers can earn a reasonable income,
another freedom denied in many industrialized countries.The government offers free vocational
counseling, education, and job-training resources for people seeking a career change, and
entre preneurialism is encouraged through free health care and a public pension for all: In
Norway, you have the freedom to fail without becoming a failure.Money doesn’t dominate the
political system, so citizens are freer to participate meaningfully in political life—and they’re more
likely to be exposed to newspapers with a variety of points of view, because journalism is
subsidized to avoid a narrowing of perspective. According to Freedom House, in 2013, Norway
was tied with Sweden at number one in the world for freedom of the press. Denmark was sixth,
and Iceland was tenth. (The United States was twenty-sixth.) Indeed, this approach to public life
has a long lineage in the region: Sweden was the first country in the world to establish freedom
of the press—in 1766.The Nordics are among the longest-living people in the world, and older
citizens continue to benefit from an economy designed for personal freedom. The Global Watch
Index studied ninety-six countries and rated Norway as the best place to grow old, followed
closely by Sweden.1 The pension system enables you to live at home with health aides or in a
senior living facility. You don’t need to fear hunger or lack of medicines or of health care. Every
small town has a music and culture center where you can enjoy the arts and pursue your
hobbies.The crime rate is very low, partly because societies with high equality tend to



experience less crime. Even in their largest city, Norwegians enjoy a remarkable degree of
freedom from fear about personal safety.Designing an economy that supports freedom and
equality pays off in happiness, judging from the Vikings’ descendants making the top ten in the
UN’s International Happiness Index. In 2015, the ratings showed Denmark, Iceland, and Norway
sharing first place with Switzerland, while Sweden was close to its cousins.2The Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), composed of thirty-four of the most-
developed nations, compared life satisfaction experienced by the people in each country in
2013. The OECD found Norway second, Iceland third, Sweden fourth, and Denmark fifth.3And
yet in spite of all this security and support, the Nordic yen for adventure has not disappeared.
Americans, too, have a strong yearning for both freedom and equality, so the Nordic desire for
both isn’t surprising. What is surprising, though, is that they went ahead and built an economy to
serve those values. That’s the story in this book.Like their Viking ancestors, the moderns made
mistakes in their explorations. Iceland’s financial collapse of 2008 was a spectacular error, and,
as I’ll describe, back in the 1980s, the Norwegians and Swedes made a series of serious
economic mistakes. The Nordics haven’t built a utopia: Norwegians see themselves as “a nation
of complainers,” and this book doesn’t shy away from the challenges that face them and their
Nordic cousins.Still, it’s useful for us as outsiders to observe the Nordics’ expeditions and to use
them to reflect on our own situations. There are many important lessons to be learned.1VIKINGS
AS ICONIC ADVENTURERS, THEN AND NOWI’m at the Viking Ship Museum in Bygdøy, in
Oslo, marveling at the open wooden ships—seventy-five feet and smaller—that braved storms
and the bitter cold of the Northern seas, all without modern navigational aids.In the 790s, Vikings
swept out of Norway and across the North Sea to raid the British coast. They seized booty and
killed anyone who resisted. With their light, shallow boats, which could navigate rivers as well as
handle the waves of the sea, the Vikings also plundered villages upstream.The ancient world
knew the ancestors of ethnic Norwegians, Swedes, and Danes to be amazing sailors, and
indeed, the very name Viking means, “to go on an expedition.” Between the ninth and eleventh
centuries, Viking men and women ventured eastward to present-day Russia, Ukraine, Turkey,
and even as far as Baghdad, and sailed west to Iceland, Greenland, and Canada.The ancient
Vikings traded—depending on how willing the local people were—and they sometimes
established farms and communities. They settled in such numbers in northern England and
Scotland that their genes still show up in the local gene pools.Which isn’t to say that we should
romanticize the Vikings and the scope of their achievements: these were people who raided and
killed people near and far without provocation. They set farms afire, raped women, claimed as
theirs the property of others.Yet the positive aspects of those accomplishments have been a
source of confidence to the moderns. Norwegians, Danes, Swedes and Icelanders have all
looked to the ancient Vikings for inspiration. Today we still invoke a Viking spirit. It is part of the
cultural DNA, still emboldening the Vikings’ descendents to try new things—even when it means
leaving the comforts of hearth and home.MY ADVENTUREI’d never been outside the United
States when, at twenty-one, I boarded a transatlantic steamer bound for Oslo. I’d borrowed the



money for a ticket from my grandfather, who recognized a lovesick young man when he saw one.
I was determined to marry Berit Mathiesen, the Norwegian woman I met in Massachusetts, in a
Quaker summer service project for students.Five days after I got off the S.S. Stavangerfjord in
Oslo, Berit and I were married in a red brick church with tall towers in her hometown of Skien, an
old port city west of Oslo.Berit was the first in her family to go to college, and she did it by
venturing out, getting a scholarship to go to an American school. She earned her degree in
Nebraska surrounded by prairie about as different from her Norwegian mountains as anything
she could find.When Berit’s three brothers were young, they did what many working-class boys
did: took a turn at sea as crew members on Norwegian freighters. Einar, Kjell, and Leif Erik
explored ports of call in Africa and Asia. (Tiny Norway is the sixth-largest owner of merchant
ships, following Germany, Japan, China, Greece, and Russia.)A HUMBLE BEGINNINGAt the
turn of the twentieth century, most Norwegians lived in economic hardship. It would have been
even worse if hundreds of thousands weren’t emigrating, leaving the few jobs and farms to their
other family members. Small farmers supplemented their meager income by fishing and logging.
Industrial workers toiled for long hours in dangerous conditions for small wages and no security.
The country as a whole had little in the way of natural resources: forests, waterfalls, fish. Only 3
percent of the country was even suitable for growing food.The tiny population, about three
million, was scattered over an area larger than Great Britain, and widely distributed in small
valleys separated by mountains and fjords. Trying to build roads to knit the population together
was daunting given all the tunnels and bridges that were necessary, and building railroads
wasn’t any easier. The nation’s internal market was tiny, and the dependence on global markets
for the sale of commodities like timber and fish meant being at the mercy of rising and falling
prices.There were cultural limits as well. Aside from the small, indigenous Sami population in the
far north, Norwegians were mostly white Lutherans. Cultural homogeneity tends to support
economic stagnation.Poverty was widespread in other Nordic countries, too. Sweden had
significantly more natural resources and a larger population, yet it, too, hemorrhaged its white
Lutheran population to other countries where prospects were better, including the United
States.Yet only seven decades later, Norway had achieved full employment, dramatically curbed
poverty, built an efficient and modern infrastructure, and provided good free health care,
retirement benefits, and free education for all of its citizens. That Norway achieved this before oil
in the North Sea came online is remarkable, as is the fact that Sweden, Denmark, and Iceland all
did the same—all of them without oil.It is easy to forget the magnitude of this
transformation.When Berit and I were planning our Norwegian wedding and how I’d spend my
year in Norway with her, she said in passing that I’d have no trouble studying at the University of
Oslo. When Matriculation Day came around, I put down my fourteen-dollar matriculation fee and
double-checked to see if I had really paid in full. I asked a couple of university student friends
how this system could possibly make sense.“Look,” Sigurd said, “wouldn’t you say that brains
are an economic resource to a country?”“Well, yes, of course,” I responded.“Then,” he
continued, “why wouldn’t you want to develop your resources fully instead of letting a barrier like



money get in the way?”As I walked back to our apartment I marveled at the sheer practicality of
it.Such policies seemed like charming eccentricities of limited relevance in 1960, the year Berit
and I returned to the United States after a year of study. After all, in those days many Americans
did what I had been doing: working my way through a state college with a little family support
and no debt to burden me when I graduated.Today, with higher education spiraling out of reach
for most Americans and public education as a whole being defunded, the Scandinavian choice
to offer quality education without a financial barrier seems revolutionary.What hadn’t dawned on
me in 1960 was that the free universities typical of Scandinavia already existed prior to the
prosperity they became known for. The Nordics decided that it was wise to invest significantly in
education at all levels, and their decision has paid off handsomely—not only in productivity, but
also in the experience of personal freedom.Norway, Sweden, Denmark, and Iceland embarked
on a very specific economic adventure. It’s no accident that the descendants of the Vikings
designed economies with some of the same characteristics that governed their boats: a broad
vision harnessed to practical action, relying on solidarity and teamwork. This combination of
ambition and community promotes both freedom and equality, and those of us who share those
values can learn from their story, which begins with the willingness to leave safe harbors—to
venture out.EQUALITY AND PERSONAL FREEDOM—A MATTER OF DESIGNLike most
Americans today, Norwegians a century ago didn’t like the results of a wealth gap: the hunger
and poverty, the crime, elderly friends warehoused or left in isolation, young people without hope
of a good job. Norwegians also didn’t like the attitudes that went with inequality: an inclination
toward arrogance among higher-income people and the feeling among lower-income people
that they were losers, defeated by the system.Early in the twentieth century, Norway had the
formal institutions of parliamentary democracy, but ordinary people were not empowered: they
did not set the direction of their society. The direction was set, instead, by the economic elite,
through the political parties they dominated and the businesses they ran. Career options were
limited, and there was little social mobility.The differences between then and now are striking: If
you’re a Norwegian teenager today and the job you’re interested in pursuing doesn’t require
higher education, you can choose among good public vocational courses. If you learn better in a
hands-on apprenticeship mode, publicly supported programs help you do that. If, instead, you
prefer to develop a talent in art or music, or follow a career at sea or in engineering, you can
attend a free post-secondary school.Paid maternity and paternity leave (including for adoptive
parents) is built into the system, and your job is held until you return. After the leave is over, child
support is increased if you choose to be a full-time parent. If your choice is to go back to work,
affordable childcare is available.Extensive, subsidized public transport means that you probably
won’t need a car to get to work. High educational standards prevail in big-city schools, as well as
in the suburbs. Small towns receive subsidies to make them attractive for people who might
otherwise feel forced to live in a city for cultural amenities, again increasing your options. The
economy subsidizes family farming both for its own sake and for food security, so farmers can
earn a reasonable income, another freedom denied in many industrialized countries.The



government offers free vocational counseling, education, and job-training resources for people
seeking a career change, and entre preneurialism is encouraged through free health care and a
public pension for all: In Norway, you have the freedom to fail without becoming a failure.Money
doesn’t dominate the political system, so citizens are freer to participate meaningfully in political
life—and they’re more likely to be exposed to newspapers with a variety of points of view,
because journalism is subsidized to avoid a narrowing of perspective. According to Freedom
House, in 2013, Norway was tied with Sweden at number one in the world for freedom of the
press. Denmark was sixth, and Iceland was tenth. (The United States was twenty-sixth.) Indeed,
this approach to public life has a long lineage in the region: Sweden was the first country in the
world to establish freedom of the press—in 1766.The Nordics are among the longest-living
people in the world, and older citizens continue to benefit from an economy designed for
personal freedom. The Global Watch Index studied ninety-six countries and rated Norway as the
best place to grow old, followed closely by Sweden.1 The pension system enables you to live at
home with health aides or in a senior living facility. You don’t need to fear hunger or lack of
medicines or of health care. Every small town has a music and culture center where you can
enjoy the arts and pursue your hobbies.The crime rate is very low, partly because societies with
high equality tend to experience less crime. Even in their largest city, Norwegians enjoy a
remarkable degree of freedom from fear about personal safety.Designing an economy that
supports freedom and equality pays off in happiness, judging from the Vikings’ descendants
making the top ten in the UN’s International Happiness Index. In 2015, the ratings showed
Denmark, Iceland, and Norway sharing first place with Switzerland, while Sweden was close to
its cousins.2The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), composed
of thirty-four of the most-developed nations, compared life satisfaction experienced by the
people in each country in 2013. The OECD found Norway second, Iceland third, Sweden fourth,
and Denmark fifth.3And yet in spite of all this security and support, the Nordic yen for adventure
has not disappeared. Americans, too, have a strong yearning for both freedom and equality, so
the Nordic desire for both isn’t surprising. What is surprising, though, is that they went ahead
and built an economy to serve those values. That’s the story in this book.Like their Viking
ancestors, the moderns made mistakes in their explorations. Iceland’s financial collapse of 2008
was a spectacular error, and, as I’ll describe, back in the 1980s, the Norwegians and Swedes
made a series of serious economic mistakes. The Nordics haven’t built a utopia: Norwegians
see themselves as “a nation of complainers,” and this book doesn’t shy away from the
challenges that face them and their Nordic cousins.Still, it’s useful for us as outsiders to observe
the Nordics’ expeditions and to use them to reflect on our own situations. There are many
important lessons to be learned.2MAKING THEIR WAY IN A GLOBALIZED WORLDWhat
pushed the ancient Vikings to venture outside their homes?Some believe that a growing
population was using up available land. There was, meanwhile, ample room for settlement in the
nearby north of England, where agricultural land abounded. Danish and Norwegian Vikings
settled there in such large numbers that they established “Danelaw.”When I taught at



Woodbrooke College in Northern England, Berit and I often dined with a group that included a
man from Yorkshire. He seemed pleasant enough, but neither of us could understand a word he
was saying—his Yorkshire dialect was too thick. Berit, the linguist in our family, suddenly solved
the puzzle. “George,” she said, “I figured out how to understand Peter. He pronounces his vowels
in the same way as we do in Norwegian!” Another explanation for the Vikings’ mobility is that
other groups that had previously dominated long-distance trade routes were in decline, which
meant that there was a niche the Vikings could step into. This might explain why Vikings
journeyed into Russia and as far as Baghdad.But Greenland had almost no population to trade
with, nor did other islands like the Orkneys and Faroe Islands in the extreme north, though the
Vikings went there repeatedly. Even more puzzling is the fact that the Vikings ventured westward
past Greenland all the way to North America, as far as Labrador and Newfoundland.It’s tempting
to conclude that the Vikings were not only driven to venture out, but also drawn by a vision of
possibility.If that’s the case, that capacity for vision emerged strongly in the twentieth century.
Norwegians generated abundant support for their visionaries during the previous century. It’s a
good thing they did, considering the economic realities they had to work with. Norway lacked the
extensive land, abundant resources, and large population that enabled countries like the United
States and Germany to generate robust, internally driven economies. Necessity, too, pushed
Norwegians into the early experience of globalization.MUST GLOBALIZATION HURT THE
WORKING CLASS?President Barack Obama expressed the conventional wisdom when he
addressed economic suffering in the United States in his August 28, 2013, address on the
fiftieth anniversary of the March 1963 on Washington. He argued that the decrease in good jobs
and the proliferation of lower wages for American workers were tied to technology and global
competition.Obama’s words would make little sense to Nordics, who for a century faced these
challenges—technology and global competition—and nevertheless designed their economies to
increase jobs and raise wages. Being at the mercy of international market forces didn’t
determine their destiny.Consider Iceland, which at the beginning of the twentieth century was
one of Europe’s poorest economies. Two-thirds of the people were employed in agriculture,
working on small fields next to glaciers and lava left from the last volcanic eruption. For much of
the century there were only a quarter-million Icelanders—a minuscule internal market. Economic
growth was led by the fisheries, whose prices depended on international market forces.Even
more than the other Nordic countries, Iceland should prove that globalization necessarily means
a “race to the bottom,” and further, that if a tiny economy is already near the bottom, globalization
should keep its working people in misery.But Icelanders rejected that narrative. They believed
that an economy should serve the values of the people: equality, freedom, and solidarity.
Icelanders found ways to prioritize investment in the people as part of their strategy for achieving
prosperity.While still objectively poor, the country offered free education, put its people into good
housing, and gave everyone access to health care and secure old-age pensions. Icelanders
learned to tap their geothermal energy for electricity and distribute it. They established a full
employment policy and—as a country with the population of Buffalo, New York—built their own



airline.Although unable to reach the prosperity standard of their Viking cousins, Icelanders
refused to be victims and, except for a notable recent lapse, developed an economy that served
all its citizens. The idea that globalization is so powerful that it deprives people of agency is
contradicted by the experience of the very countries that should be the most
vulnerable.DENMARK FINDS THAT “SMALL IS BEAUTIFUL”In the nineteenth century, Denmark
competed to be a European power: it owned both Iceland and Greenland and controlled
Norway, and was rich in agriculture and trade.Yet the Danish elite’s dream of empire was dashed
in 1864, when Prussian leader Otto von Bismarck seized one-third of Denmark’s home base—
the provinces of Schleswig and Holstein—and annexed them to Germany. Meanwhile,
unemployment was rampant, and Danes were leaving their country in droves.But thanks partly
to the leadership of Lutheran bishop N.F.S. Grundtvik, the Danes recovered by developing their
own society instead of preoccupying themselves with running other peoples’ countries. Social
movements blossomed. Farmers discovered the advantages of working together through co-ops
to make Danish dairy and meat products among the best anywhere. Danes invented folk high
schools to make continuing education widely available to the people, and as usual, the
investment in people increased innovation and efficiency.By the late nineteenth century, the
growing numbers of shipyard and factory workers began to feel their own strength, and formed
study circles to explore why Danish wealth was not more widely distributed. The workers struck
for the rights to vote and unionize; they learned how to make general strikes that shifted the
balance of power. They also made a strategic alliance with the farmers, as did their Viking sisters
and brothers in Norway.Danish workers created a Social Democratic Party that by 1924 had
grown strong enough to form a government. Thorvald Stauning, a worker in a cigar factory who
became party leader, was the longest-serving prime minister in Danish history. One of his early
moves was to appoint a woman to his cabinet, a historic first.GLOBALIZATION INTENSIFIES,
AND DANES RESPOND WITH FLEXICURITYIn the 1970s, factory owners in industrial
countries were moving production to the global south, in search of weak or nonexistent unions,
lower wages, and fewer regulations. U.S. Steel, for example, let their American steel mills decline
while opening new ones in South Korea and Brazil.Over time, the flight of factories proved a
challenge to Danes and other Europeans: relocated industries were beginning to compete
successfully with factories remaining in Europe.In the 1990s, Denmark faced the problem head-
on. The Danes wanted full employment, but were reluctant to follow their neighbor Germany’s
policy of subsidizing inefficient firms to keep workers at their jobs.Borrowing a 1995 Dutch
concept called “flexicurity,” the Danes changed the social contract between the state and the
workforce. Instead of guaranteeing workers their existing jobs, the government would guarantee
workers ongoing support and retraining so they could get new jobs.While retraining, people laid
off from their jobs received up to 90 percent of their former wages through unemployment
insurance.The Dutch had implemented a version of this policy but had given it fewer resources.
The Danes brought to flexicurity a century of successful workers’ struggles and its fruits: a
stronger safety net, more active job creation, and better training for the unemployed, and this



more-robust version of flexicurity became the “best practices” version, called the “Danish
model.”Denmark’s Viking cousins also adopted flexicurity, which turned out to be a win-win-win
solution. Owners were relieved that they could close inefficient factories and put their capital into
more-promising ventures. Workers were relieved that they would not be deprived of well-paid
work that protected their standard of living. Everyone was relieved that their taxes wouldn’t go
ever higher to subsidize jobs that no longer paid for themselves.Flexicurity affirmed a greatly
respected Danish value: to seek the well-being of the whole. Bishop Grundtvig would have been
pleased.Flexicurity gained traction in Europe, and in 2007 the Council of the European Union
recommended that its member governments consider flexicurity as they developed their
economic policies. The 2008 financial crisis intervened before other countries could adopt the
practice.Four years after the 2008 crash, Bloomberg’s Iain Begg surveyed the European
economic situation. He wrote on April 15, 2012: “In the Nordic countries, commitments to so-
called active labor-market policies designed to keep people connected to the workforce have
imparted resilience in employment that others envy.”When I was in New Zealand in the early
1970s, I read in a Wellington newspaper about some consultants from the International
Monetary Fund who were advising the government at the time. This was my first introduction to a
group of people who, as it turned out, were against the very notion of “resilience in employment.”
These consultants urged the government to give up its full-employment policy, and allow
unemployment to rise. That, the IMF pointed out, would encourage international investors to
invest money in New Zealand’s economy.I realized that this would certainly benefit some New
Zealanders, but only at the expense of others. Growing unemployment would increase the
number of people willing to work for less money; this, in turn, would reduce the strength of trade
unions; and both these results would benefit international investors and their elite associates in
New Zealand. This thinking would later come to be called the “race to the bottom.”This type of
pro-unemployment strategy I first took note of in the 1970s is being implemented today in much
of the Eurozone and the UK, where IMF-encouraged austerity programs throw people out of
work, increase the power of capital in relation to the labor movement, and create downward
pressure on wages, as well as shred the benefits that supported a decent life for the working and
middle classes.Yet the Viking countries remain on their own path. Norwegians I interviewed told
me over and over that a job is a primary means for participating in society. Everyone who can
work should do so. The responsibility of a country’s leadership is to generate a humming and
vibrant economy with jobs for all. The path to such an economy is in alignment with both
freedom and equality.BUSINESS CYCLES EXIST, SO PLAN FOR THEM!It’s a fact of economic
life: business goes in cycles. Globalization increases the difficulty that this poses for the small
nations that make their living through trading, but only a pessimist would assume that nothing
can be done about it.The Norwegian government, for example, long ago created Husbanken
(the housing bank) to help people build and buy homes. When a business cycle goes into
decline, Husbanken increases its activity, offering low-interest mortgages for first-time home
buyers.Many Norwegian renters take the new opportunity to buy homes, which also means



spending on construction, furniture, and so on. This rise in consumption not only helps adjust
the economy, it also produces one of the highest rates of home ownership in the world.4In the
wake of the Great Recession, President Barack Obama pleaded with German and other
Eurozone leaders to undertake major stimulus programs to counter the plunge of the business
cycle. After all, the United States has an economic stake in keeping Europe prosperous, so
consumers can buy American exports. Unfortunately for the President and most of the rest of us,
those leading the Eurozone and the UK had an agenda focused on austerity.IMMIGRANTS AND
GUEST WORKERSImmigration in Norway is as old as the ancient Viking kings, and immigrants
have provided important contributions to the country. Those kings found wives in foreign
countries in order to strengthen their international alliances. Centuries later, the German-based
Hanseatic League brought large-scale trade to Norway’s west-coast cities of Bergen and
Trondheim, and the civil servants working in Oslo were immigrants. Foreigners came to
Kongsberg to do mining, and immigrants facilitated the industrial use of waterfalls in the
nineteenth century. When we lived in Oslo in 1960, Berit and I spent a lot of time at an outdoor
café on Karl Johans Gate. We would look out onto a sea of white, blue-eyed people carrying
navy-blue raincoats and holding the hands of blond children. Now when I visit, I see Norwegians
of many colors, wearing everything from soccer pants to head scarves. Two hundred
nationalities can be found in the schools. In some classrooms, the majority of children are
learning basic Norwegian.In 1990, immigrants made up about 4 percent of Norway’s population
—today that number is about 14 percent: more than 700,000 people.A few years ago, I made
friends with a young man named Michael, who had come to Norway from Burundi a few years
earlier. I later learned that his story was typical for immigrants who wanted to settle down in
Norway.He met with the immigration authorities and was made an offer something like this: “We
pay you a living wage for a year while you spend full-time hours learning the Norwegian
language and culture and taking job training to prepare you for a job for which there is a need
here in Norway. We will locate you in a town or village, probably far from Oslo. You may be one of
a very few Africans around, or even the only one. We will find a family that will put you up until
you find your own place in the town.“If you miss your language lessons or other responsibilities,
we will dock your pay for the missing time. If your teacher believes that you need more time to
master the language, you’ll be eligible for an extension, while still being paid your wage. When
your time is up, we will help you find a job that will use your new skills. After a certain time has
elapsed you will be free to relocate anywhere in Norway.“Norway has a great interest in your
becoming a productive, tax-paying citizen. This is the contract we offer: take it or leave it (which
is to say: leave the country).”Michael was sent to a rural village among the western fjords. The
only African anywhere near, he experienced the loneliest time of his life. He found the cultural
differences enormous, but as his Norwegian improved he came to appreciate the life around him
and began to make friends. When free to do so, he moved to Oslo, a significantly more diverse
place. He feels he can now handle himself anywhere in the country and is pleased with that
achievement, and he counts himself lucky to live in a country with so much



freedom.NORWEGIANS VALUE WORKThe emphasis on work as a means of participation
underlies the Norwegian immigration policy. Norway followed some other European countries in
restricting its open immigration policy in the 1970s, but it has continued to accept people who
need asylum and many who want to join their families who previously emigrated to Norway.5In
2004, Norway opened its doors again—it was required to do so to participate in the European
Economic Area treaty, which gives it access to European Union (EU) markets. That year, the EU
admitted several new, job-hungry member countries from Eastern and Central Europe.
Gradually, workers from those countries found their way to Norway, often to take jobs in
construction, retail, restaurants, and hotels. By 2012, nearly all of the 38,000 new jobs created in
Norway were filled by immigrants. Three-quarters of them were taken by foreigners already
settled in Norway and the rest by guest workers.Guest workers are people who work and live in
Norway for six months or less. After Norway recovered from its financial disaster in the early
1990s, its economy generated more jobs than Norwegians could fill. The government’s
employment office recruited tens of thousands of guest workers from other countries, especially
neighbors like Poland and the Baltic States.When the 2008 global financial breakdown resulted
in increased unemployment elsewhere, it was even easier to attract workers from other
countries. Over 100,000 guest workers worked in Norway in 2010, from Poland, Estonia, Latvia,
Lithuania, Germany, and the UK, among others. The skill levels of guest workers range from
engineers and consultants to unskilled agricultural and forestry workers.The guest-worker
system requires that workers pay the standard payroll taxes even though they will not be around
to collect pensions at the end of their working lives. On the other hand, the payroll taxes entitle
them to unemployment compensation when their jobs in Norway run out, and depending on
opportunities in their home countries, many stick around and collect unemployment while
seeking fresh Norwegian jobs. But that’s not always easy, as Martins Selickis, a twenty-seven-
year-old carpenter from Latvia, told then-newspaper Aftenposten: “[Employers] demand that we
speak Norwegian and they only take on those who have worked for them before.”Still, Norway is
ranked number one among the twenty-seven richest countries for its policies on migration:
acceptance of asylum-seekers and refugees, open borders to immigrants and students from
developing countries, and friendly integration practices.6FOREIGN AIDDenmark, Sweden, and
Norway ranked first, second, and third in the Commitment to Development index in 2015. A lot of
their aid goes into multilateral programs. They do not require recipient countries to buy goods
and services from the donor. They set the standard for the amount of their economy that is given
to poor countries at about 1 percent.7Norway’s aid budget has doubled in nine years, to the level
of 30 billion kroner, and a lot of that goes into multilateral programs. Along with Sweden, Norway
is also one of the largest contributors to the United Nations.Norwegians like to target their
unilateral aid to reflect their values: assisting the poor, empowering women, and reducing
climate change. Three of the countries that get consistent attention are Sri Lanka, Chile, and
Cambodia. Norway tries to improve those countries’ access to trade so they can in turn earn
more capital for development. Recognizing that some governments hinder development due to



their own corruption and incompetency, Norwegians target some aid to try to solve those
problems, such as unsound taxation systems and illicit money flows.In many cases, Norwegian
aid is directed to women, as with access to contraception. This is based on the notion that
promoting the agency of women gives a head start to any country trying to climb out of
poverty.Norwegian aid is also heavily invested in environmental issues, such as green energy
initiatives. The country also prioritizes programs to combat deforestation, especially in Brazil,
Indonesia, Guyana, and Tanzania.But to some internationalists, the Norwegian aid program is
best known for its emphasis on conflict resolution. Through training and hands-on mediation,
Norwegians have for many years worked in areas of bloody conflict to increase the chance for
peace with justice.NORWAY AND THE EUROPEAN UNION—A SURPRISEWhen a new
European vision came along in the 1950s, proposing a degree of economic integration, Norway
looked at it with interest. Norway prided itself on its internationalist tradition and the contribution
of Norwegian Trygve Lie, the labor leader who in 1946 became the UN’s first-ever Secretary-
General.Norway applied for membership in the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1962,
along with the United Kingdom and others, but the UK was rebuffed and instead set up a parallel
group, the European Free Trade Area. Norway joined its “big brother” in EFTA.Norway did not
expect EFTA to be a permanent arrangement; its main trading partners, after all, were members
of the EEC. For the next ten years, Norway negotiated with the EEC and prepared itself for
membership. All of the major political parties agreed with this. Only the tiny Communist Party
dissented.In January 1972, the Storting—Norway’s parliament—voted to join the EEC. Members
of parliament were then stunned by an enormous protest at the grassroots level. The Labor
government was forced to agree to a referendum. That fall, 53.5 percent of the popular votes
were against membership.The Labor Party was shocked. Because the nature of the issue went
to the heart of Norway’s future direction, the party regarded the referendum as a vote of no-
confidence and resigned. The resignation, however, led to chaos because no major party could
step into its place. All had supported membership in the EEC.Finally a governing coalition was
patched together and an interim agreement was signed with the EEC, in lieu of membership,
that supported a strong trading relationship for Norway. That relationship continued when the
EEC transformed into the European Union (EU).The Labor Party hoped that, with further
education, the grassroots opposition would wither. It set up another referendum for 1994, but
again the proposal for membership failed. 2013 polls showed about 70 percent of Norwegians
still oppose joining the EU, and the Socialist Left Party (a junior partner that joined the Labor
Party in the governing coalition in 2005) went beyond that opposition, urging departure from the
European Economic Agreement that interfaces with the EU.Denmark and Sweden have differed
from Norway and Iceland when it comes to this issue: the two Nordics whose boundaries meet
the rest of Europe have joined the European Union. Denmark and Sweden carefully avoided
joining the Eurozone, however. They retained their own currencies, giving them flexibility that
other EU countries have lacked when facing the top-down controlling austerity measures that
followed 2008.While interviewing Norwegians about the EU, I found that, in addition to voting



based on their material interests, they also reflected the visionary dimension of the Viking
heritage.Those who most opposed membership in what is now the EU saw the member
countries faltering in whatever loyalty they formerly had to social democratic ideals. Almost
everywhere these Norwegians looked, the economic elite seemed to be in charge. Joining the
EU, the dissenters feared, would mean that their small country would surrender to the
domination of giant banks and corporations.Norwegians had corrected their errant banks in the
early 1990s, but most countries had not done so. When the EU members’ economies took a
dive, would governments expect the resulting mess to be paid for by the workers rather than
those who caused the disaster? The answer turned out to be yes.Giant corporations continue to
make threats that add evidence to the case made by Norwegians concerned about being out-
maneuvered. Writer Asbjørn Wahl tells us that the multi-national Kraft Corporation, which bought
the iconic Norwegian chocolate firm Freia, pressed workers in Oslo to accept night shifts. If they
refused, Kraft said, it would take the jobs to another European country.8Those suspicious of the
EU expected that high Norwegian standards, such as worker protection and compensation,
democratic participation, support for the weakest, and access to economic necessities such as
public education, would be pressed downward. Norwegians know how to maintain the stability of
their kroner—what might happen with the euro?My brother-in-law Leif Erik, who lives outside
Skien next to farmers, told me that one reason Norwegian agricultural products get such high
prices in the EU is because they are reliably of high quality, which cannot be said any longer of
most EU farmers’ products. Since Denmark joined the EU, he said, farmers have become so
specialized that the country has lost its food security. In contrast, Norway still meets its own
needs for meat and dairy products despite its limited arable land base. What will happen to food
security, and the beauty of Norway’s landscape, if the country joins the EU, loses its ability to
subsidize its agricultural sector, and sees its farms returned to trees and logging?Labor Party
consultant Dag Seierstad told me during our meeting in the Storting that the growing trend
toward a joint foreign policy in the EU also collides with the Norwegian vision of peace. “We must
retain our independence,” he said, “in order to follow our own responsibilities as
peacemakers.”And so we have the irony that the people who give the highest per-capita
contribution to foreign-aid efforts like the UN Development Program, and who consider their
internationalism second to none, stubbornly resist joining the integration process closest to
them. The Norwegian Vikings, it seems, remain visionaries.2MAKING THEIR WAY IN A
GLOBALIZED WORLDWhat pushed the ancient Vikings to venture outside their homes?Some
believe that a growing population was using up available land. There was, meanwhile, ample
room for settlement in the nearby north of England, where agricultural land abounded. Danish
and Norwegian Vikings settled there in such large numbers that they established
“Danelaw.”When I taught at Woodbrooke College in Northern England, Berit and I often dined
with a group that included a man from Yorkshire. He seemed pleasant enough, but neither of us
could understand a word he was saying—his Yorkshire dialect was too thick. Berit, the linguist in
our family, suddenly solved the puzzle. “George,” she said, “I figured out how to understand



Peter. He pronounces his vowels in the same way as we do in Norwegian!” Another explanation
for the Vikings’ mobility is that other groups that had previously dominated long-distance trade
routes were in decline, which meant that there was a niche the Vikings could step into. This
might explain why Vikings journeyed into Russia and as far as Baghdad.But Greenland had
almost no population to trade with, nor did other islands like the Orkneys and Faroe Islands in
the extreme north, though the Vikings went there repeatedly. Even more puzzling is the fact that
the Vikings ventured westward past Greenland all the way to North America, as far as Labrador
and Newfoundland.It’s tempting to conclude that the Vikings were not only driven to venture out,
but also drawn by a vision of possibility.If that’s the case, that capacity for vision emerged
strongly in the twentieth century. Norwegians generated abundant support for their visionaries
during the previous century. It’s a good thing they did, considering the economic realities they
had to work with. Norway lacked the extensive land, abundant resources, and large population
that enabled countries like the United States and Germany to generate robust, internally driven
economies. Necessity, too, pushed Norwegians into the early experience of globalization.MUST
GLOBALIZATION HURT THE WORKING CLASS?President Barack Obama expressed the
conventional wisdom when he addressed economic suffering in the United States in his August
28, 2013, address on the fiftieth anniversary of the March 1963 on Washington. He argued that
the decrease in good jobs and the proliferation of lower wages for American workers were tied to
technology and global competition.Obama’s words would make little sense to Nordics, who for a
century faced these challenges—technology and global competition—and nevertheless
designed their economies to increase jobs and raise wages. Being at the mercy of international
market forces didn’t determine their destiny.Consider Iceland, which at the beginning of the
twentieth century was one of Europe’s poorest economies. Two-thirds of the people were
employed in agriculture, working on small fields next to glaciers and lava left from the last
volcanic eruption. For much of the century there were only a quarter-million Icelanders—a
minuscule internal market. Economic growth was led by the fisheries, whose prices depended
on international market forces.Even more than the other Nordic countries, Iceland should prove
that globalization necessarily means a “race to the bottom,” and further, that if a tiny economy is
already near the bottom, globalization should keep its working people in misery.But Icelanders
rejected that narrative. They believed that an economy should serve the values of the people:
equality, freedom, and solidarity. Icelanders found ways to prioritize investment in the people as
part of their strategy for achieving prosperity.While still objectively poor, the country offered free
education, put its people into good housing, and gave everyone access to health care and
secure old-age pensions. Icelanders learned to tap their geothermal energy for electricity and
distribute it. They established a full employment policy and—as a country with the population of
Buffalo, New York—built their own airline.Although unable to reach the prosperity standard of
their Viking cousins, Icelanders refused to be victims and, except for a notable recent lapse,
developed an economy that served all its citizens. The idea that globalization is so powerful that
it deprives people of agency is contradicted by the experience of the very countries that should



be the most vulnerable.DENMARK FINDS THAT “SMALL IS BEAUTIFUL”In the nineteenth
century, Denmark competed to be a European power: it owned both Iceland and Greenland and
controlled Norway, and was rich in agriculture and trade.Yet the Danish elite’s dream of empire
was dashed in 1864, when Prussian leader Otto von Bismarck seized one-third of Denmark’s
home base—the provinces of Schleswig and Holstein—and annexed them to Germany.
Meanwhile, unemployment was rampant, and Danes were leaving their country in droves.But
thanks partly to the leadership of Lutheran bishop N.F.S. Grundtvik, the Danes recovered by
developing their own society instead of preoccupying themselves with running other peoples’
countries. Social movements blossomed. Farmers discovered the advantages of working
together through co-ops to make Danish dairy and meat products among the best anywhere.
Danes invented folk high schools to make continuing education widely available to the people,
and as usual, the investment in people increased innovation and efficiency.By the late
nineteenth century, the growing numbers of shipyard and factory workers began to feel their own
strength, and formed study circles to explore why Danish wealth was not more widely
distributed. The workers struck for the rights to vote and unionize; they learned how to make
general strikes that shifted the balance of power. They also made a strategic alliance with the
farmers, as did their Viking sisters and brothers in Norway.Danish workers created a Social
Democratic Party that by 1924 had grown strong enough to form a government. Thorvald
Stauning, a worker in a cigar factory who became party leader, was the longest-serving prime
minister in Danish history. One of his early moves was to appoint a woman to his cabinet, a
historic first.GLOBALIZATION INTENSIFIES, AND DANES RESPOND WITH FLEXICURITYIn
the 1970s, factory owners in industrial countries were moving production to the global south, in
search of weak or nonexistent unions, lower wages, and fewer regulations. U.S. Steel, for
example, let their American steel mills decline while opening new ones in South Korea and
Brazil.Over time, the flight of factories proved a challenge to Danes and other Europeans:
relocated industries were beginning to compete successfully with factories remaining in
Europe.In the 1990s, Denmark faced the problem head-on. The Danes wanted full employment,
but were reluctant to follow their neighbor Germany’s policy of subsidizing inefficient firms to
keep workers at their jobs.Borrowing a 1995 Dutch concept called “flexicurity,” the Danes
changed the social contract between the state and the workforce. Instead of guaranteeing
workers their existing jobs, the government would guarantee workers ongoing support and
retraining so they could get new jobs.While retraining, people laid off from their jobs received up
to 90 percent of their former wages through unemployment insurance.The Dutch had
implemented a version of this policy but had given it fewer resources. The Danes brought to
flexicurity a century of successful workers’ struggles and its fruits: a stronger safety net, more
active job creation, and better training for the unemployed, and this more-robust version of
flexicurity became the “best practices” version, called the “Danish model.”Denmark’s Viking
cousins also adopted flexicurity, which turned out to be a win-win-win solution. Owners were
relieved that they could close inefficient factories and put their capital into more-promising



ventures. Workers were relieved that they would not be deprived of well-paid work that protected
their standard of living. Everyone was relieved that their taxes wouldn’t go ever higher to
subsidize jobs that no longer paid for themselves.Flexicurity affirmed a greatly respected Danish
value: to seek the well-being of the whole. Bishop Grundtvig would have been
pleased.Flexicurity gained traction in Europe, and in 2007 the Council of the European Union
recommended that its member governments consider flexicurity as they developed their
economic policies. The 2008 financial crisis intervened before other countries could adopt the
practice.Four years after the 2008 crash, Bloomberg’s Iain Begg surveyed the European
economic situation. He wrote on April 15, 2012: “In the Nordic countries, commitments to so-
called active labor-market policies designed to keep people connected to the workforce have
imparted resilience in employment that others envy.”When I was in New Zealand in the early
1970s, I read in a Wellington newspaper about some consultants from the International
Monetary Fund who were advising the government at the time. This was my first introduction to a
group of people who, as it turned out, were against the very notion of “resilience in employment.”
These consultants urged the government to give up its full-employment policy, and allow
unemployment to rise. That, the IMF pointed out, would encourage international investors to
invest money in New Zealand’s economy.I realized that this would certainly benefit some New
Zealanders, but only at the expense of others. Growing unemployment would increase the
number of people willing to work for less money; this, in turn, would reduce the strength of trade
unions; and both these results would benefit international investors and their elite associates in
New Zealand. This thinking would later come to be called the “race to the bottom.”This type of
pro-unemployment strategy I first took note of in the 1970s is being implemented today in much
of the Eurozone and the UK, where IMF-encouraged austerity programs throw people out of
work, increase the power of capital in relation to the labor movement, and create downward
pressure on wages, as well as shred the benefits that supported a decent life for the working and
middle classes.Yet the Viking countries remain on their own path. Norwegians I interviewed told
me over and over that a job is a primary means for participating in society. Everyone who can
work should do so. The responsibility of a country’s leadership is to generate a humming and
vibrant economy with jobs for all. The path to such an economy is in alignment with both
freedom and equality.BUSINESS CYCLES EXIST, SO PLAN FOR THEM!It’s a fact of economic
life: business goes in cycles. Globalization increases the difficulty that this poses for the small
nations that make their living through trading, but only a pessimist would assume that nothing
can be done about it.The Norwegian government, for example, long ago created Husbanken
(the housing bank) to help people build and buy homes. When a business cycle goes into
decline, Husbanken increases its activity, offering low-interest mortgages for first-time home
buyers.Many Norwegian renters take the new opportunity to buy homes, which also means
spending on construction, furniture, and so on. This rise in consumption not only helps adjust
the economy, it also produces one of the highest rates of home ownership in the world.4In the
wake of the Great Recession, President Barack Obama pleaded with German and other



Eurozone leaders to undertake major stimulus programs to counter the plunge of the business
cycle. After all, the United States has an economic stake in keeping Europe prosperous, so
consumers can buy American exports. Unfortunately for the President and most of the rest of us,
those leading the Eurozone and the UK had an agenda focused on austerity.IMMIGRANTS AND
GUEST WORKERSImmigration in Norway is as old as the ancient Viking kings, and immigrants
have provided important contributions to the country. Those kings found wives in foreign
countries in order to strengthen their international alliances. Centuries later, the German-based
Hanseatic League brought large-scale trade to Norway’s west-coast cities of Bergen and
Trondheim, and the civil servants working in Oslo were immigrants. Foreigners came to
Kongsberg to do mining, and immigrants facilitated the industrial use of waterfalls in the
nineteenth century. When we lived in Oslo in 1960, Berit and I spent a lot of time at an outdoor
café on Karl Johans Gate. We would look out onto a sea of white, blue-eyed people carrying
navy-blue raincoats and holding the hands of blond children. Now when I visit, I see Norwegians
of many colors, wearing everything from soccer pants to head scarves. Two hundred
nationalities can be found in the schools. In some classrooms, the majority of children are
learning basic Norwegian.In 1990, immigrants made up about 4 percent of Norway’s population
—today that number is about 14 percent: more than 700,000 people.A few years ago, I made
friends with a young man named Michael, who had come to Norway from Burundi a few years
earlier. I later learned that his story was typical for immigrants who wanted to settle down in
Norway.He met with the immigration authorities and was made an offer something like this: “We
pay you a living wage for a year while you spend full-time hours learning the Norwegian
language and culture and taking job training to prepare you for a job for which there is a need
here in Norway. We will locate you in a town or village, probably far from Oslo. You may be one of
a very few Africans around, or even the only one. We will find a family that will put you up until
you find your own place in the town.“If you miss your language lessons or other responsibilities,
we will dock your pay for the missing time. If your teacher believes that you need more time to
master the language, you’ll be eligible for an extension, while still being paid your wage. When
your time is up, we will help you find a job that will use your new skills. After a certain time has
elapsed you will be free to relocate anywhere in Norway.“Norway has a great interest in your
becoming a productive, tax-paying citizen. This is the contract we offer: take it or leave it (which
is to say: leave the country).”Michael was sent to a rural village among the western fjords. The
only African anywhere near, he experienced the loneliest time of his life. He found the cultural
differences enormous, but as his Norwegian improved he came to appreciate the life around him
and began to make friends. When free to do so, he moved to Oslo, a significantly more diverse
place. He feels he can now handle himself anywhere in the country and is pleased with that
achievement, and he counts himself lucky to live in a country with so much
freedom.NORWEGIANS VALUE WORKThe emphasis on work as a means of participation
underlies the Norwegian immigration policy. Norway followed some other European countries in
restricting its open immigration policy in the 1970s, but it has continued to accept people who



need asylum and many who want to join their families who previously emigrated to Norway.5In
2004, Norway opened its doors again—it was required to do so to participate in the European
Economic Area treaty, which gives it access to European Union (EU) markets. That year, the EU
admitted several new, job-hungry member countries from Eastern and Central Europe.
Gradually, workers from those countries found their way to Norway, often to take jobs in
construction, retail, restaurants, and hotels. By 2012, nearly all of the 38,000 new jobs created in
Norway were filled by immigrants. Three-quarters of them were taken by foreigners already
settled in Norway and the rest by guest workers.Guest workers are people who work and live in
Norway for six months or less. After Norway recovered from its financial disaster in the early
1990s, its economy generated more jobs than Norwegians could fill. The government’s
employment office recruited tens of thousands of guest workers from other countries, especially
neighbors like Poland and the Baltic States.When the 2008 global financial breakdown resulted
in increased unemployment elsewhere, it was even easier to attract workers from other
countries. Over 100,000 guest workers worked in Norway in 2010, from Poland, Estonia, Latvia,
Lithuania, Germany, and the UK, among others. The skill levels of guest workers range from
engineers and consultants to unskilled agricultural and forestry workers.The guest-worker
system requires that workers pay the standard payroll taxes even though they will not be around
to collect pensions at the end of their working lives. On the other hand, the payroll taxes entitle
them to unemployment compensation when their jobs in Norway run out, and depending on
opportunities in their home countries, many stick around and collect unemployment while
seeking fresh Norwegian jobs. But that’s not always easy, as Martins Selickis, a twenty-seven-
year-old carpenter from Latvia, told then-newspaper Aftenposten: “[Employers] demand that we
speak Norwegian and they only take on those who have worked for them before.”Still, Norway is
ranked number one among the twenty-seven richest countries for its policies on migration:
acceptance of asylum-seekers and refugees, open borders to immigrants and students from
developing countries, and friendly integration practices.6FOREIGN AIDDenmark, Sweden, and
Norway ranked first, second, and third in the Commitment to Development index in 2015. A lot of
their aid goes into multilateral programs. They do not require recipient countries to buy goods
and services from the donor. They set the standard for the amount of their economy that is given
to poor countries at about 1 percent.7Norway’s aid budget has doubled in nine years, to the level
of 30 billion kroner, and a lot of that goes into multilateral programs. Along with Sweden, Norway
is also one of the largest contributors to the United Nations.Norwegians like to target their
unilateral aid to reflect their values: assisting the poor, empowering women, and reducing
climate change. Three of the countries that get consistent attention are Sri Lanka, Chile, and
Cambodia. Norway tries to improve those countries’ access to trade so they can in turn earn
more capital for development. Recognizing that some governments hinder development due to
their own corruption and incompetency, Norwegians target some aid to try to solve those
problems, such as unsound taxation systems and illicit money flows.In many cases, Norwegian
aid is directed to women, as with access to contraception. This is based on the notion that



promoting the agency of women gives a head start to any country trying to climb out of
poverty.Norwegian aid is also heavily invested in environmental issues, such as green energy
initiatives. The country also prioritizes programs to combat deforestation, especially in Brazil,
Indonesia, Guyana, and Tanzania.But to some internationalists, the Norwegian aid program is
best known for its emphasis on conflict resolution. Through training and hands-on mediation,
Norwegians have for many years worked in areas of bloody conflict to increase the chance for
peace with justice.NORWAY AND THE EUROPEAN UNION—A SURPRISEWhen a new
European vision came along in the 1950s, proposing a degree of economic integration, Norway
looked at it with interest. Norway prided itself on its internationalist tradition and the contribution
of Norwegian Trygve Lie, the labor leader who in 1946 became the UN’s first-ever Secretary-
General.Norway applied for membership in the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1962,
along with the United Kingdom and others, but the UK was rebuffed and instead set up a parallel
group, the European Free Trade Area. Norway joined its “big brother” in EFTA.Norway did not
expect EFTA to be a permanent arrangement; its main trading partners, after all, were members
of the EEC. For the next ten years, Norway negotiated with the EEC and prepared itself for
membership. All of the major political parties agreed with this. Only the tiny Communist Party
dissented.In January 1972, the Storting—Norway’s parliament—voted to join the EEC. Members
of parliament were then stunned by an enormous protest at the grassroots level. The Labor
government was forced to agree to a referendum. That fall, 53.5 percent of the popular votes
were against membership.The Labor Party was shocked. Because the nature of the issue went
to the heart of Norway’s future direction, the party regarded the referendum as a vote of no-
confidence and resigned. The resignation, however, led to chaos because no major party could
step into its place. All had supported membership in the EEC.Finally a governing coalition was
patched together and an interim agreement was signed with the EEC, in lieu of membership,
that supported a strong trading relationship for Norway. That relationship continued when the
EEC transformed into the European Union (EU).The Labor Party hoped that, with further
education, the grassroots opposition would wither. It set up another referendum for 1994, but
again the proposal for membership failed. 2013 polls showed about 70 percent of Norwegians
still oppose joining the EU, and the Socialist Left Party (a junior partner that joined the Labor
Party in the governing coalition in 2005) went beyond that opposition, urging departure from the
European Economic Agreement that interfaces with the EU.Denmark and Sweden have differed
from Norway and Iceland when it comes to this issue: the two Nordics whose boundaries meet
the rest of Europe have joined the European Union. Denmark and Sweden carefully avoided
joining the Eurozone, however. They retained their own currencies, giving them flexibility that
other EU countries have lacked when facing the top-down controlling austerity measures that
followed 2008.While interviewing Norwegians about the EU, I found that, in addition to voting
based on their material interests, they also reflected the visionary dimension of the Viking
heritage.Those who most opposed membership in what is now the EU saw the member
countries faltering in whatever loyalty they formerly had to social democratic ideals. Almost



everywhere these Norwegians looked, the economic elite seemed to be in charge. Joining the
EU, the dissenters feared, would mean that their small country would surrender to the
domination of giant banks and corporations.Norwegians had corrected their errant banks in the
early 1990s, but most countries had not done so. When the EU members’ economies took a
dive, would governments expect the resulting mess to be paid for by the workers rather than
those who caused the disaster? The answer turned out to be yes.Giant corporations continue to
make threats that add evidence to the case made by Norwegians concerned about being out-
maneuvered. Writer Asbjørn Wahl tells us that the multi-national Kraft Corporation, which bought
the iconic Norwegian chocolate firm Freia, pressed workers in Oslo to accept night shifts. If they
refused, Kraft said, it would take the jobs to another European country.8Those suspicious of the
EU expected that high Norwegian standards, such as worker protection and compensation,
democratic participation, support for the weakest, and access to economic necessities such as
public education, would be pressed downward. Norwegians know how to maintain the stability of
their kroner—what might happen with the euro?My brother-in-law Leif Erik, who lives outside
Skien next to farmers, told me that one reason Norwegian agricultural products get such high
prices in the EU is because they are reliably of high quality, which cannot be said any longer of
most EU farmers’ products. Since Denmark joined the EU, he said, farmers have become so
specialized that the country has lost its food security. In contrast, Norway still meets its own
needs for meat and dairy products despite its limited arable land base. What will happen to food
security, and the beauty of Norway’s landscape, if the country joins the EU, loses its ability to
subsidize its agricultural sector, and sees its farms returned to trees and logging?Labor Party
consultant Dag Seierstad told me during our meeting in the Storting that the growing trend
toward a joint foreign policy in the EU also collides with the Norwegian vision of peace. “We must
retain our independence,” he said, “in order to follow our own responsibilities as
peacemakers.”And so we have the irony that the people who give the highest per-capita
contribution to foreign-aid efforts like the UN Development Program, and who consider their
internationalism second to none, stubbornly resist joining the integration process closest to
them. The Norwegian Vikings, it seems, remain visionaries.3VIKINGS GET LOST, BANKERS
GO WILDIt’s hard to understand how the descendants of Vikings could have steered into an
economic glacier.Sweden, Norway, and Iceland had made enormous economic gains for half a
century by emphasizing the development of human capital and guiding the economy for the
common good. They were small ships in shark-infested international waters, and the crews
thrived because they had developed resilient structures and chose reliable stars to navigate
by.In the 1980s, Norway and Sweden turned away from what had been working for them and
deregulated, giving the financial sectors the chance to act in their own, short-range interests.
The private banks speculated, creating housing bubbles. The bubbles burst. Both nations
headed into crisis.To understand what might seem incomprehensible, we need to understand
the larger context. It is not easy for small nations to stay focused on their own vision and the
wisdom of their own experience when giant nations are telling them they are wrong. Ronald



Reagan was elected U.S. president in 1980. Margaret Thatcher became British prime minister in
1979. Both countries were widely respected in Scandinavia.Reagan and Thatcher shared an
alternative vision: instead of freeing all individuals through increasing their opportunities, it was
time to free owners to make more money, and that, they claimed, would trickle down and benefit
everyone.It’s not a new idea, but it found some fertile soil in Norway. A severe international oil
shock had come in 1973–74, resulting from the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC) hiking the price of oil. The shock triggered the deepest world economic
recession since the 1930s. World trade and production grew at a much weaker pace, hurting the
Nordics, and Norway in particular. Norwegian economist Lars Mjøset argues that the Labor
government’s policy responses included mistakes that contributed to a worrying period of
stagflation: economic growth was slowing but inflation was moving upward and unemployment
was straining to do so as well.The neoliberal gospel also had some resonance because Viking
economics includes many rules and regulations. I remember Berit’s dad Johannes complaining
about the red tape involved with his gardening business; land-use regulations meant getting
permission to make some changes that he wanted to make. That’s a common experience in
Norway, and over time it can chafe.Perhaps, some Norwegian economists were saying, the
market does have its own wisdom that will yield the best result when rules are dropped and each
owner seizes the moment without worrying about consequences. If great and respected nations
like the United States and the UK take this chance, why not little Norway?In 1981, the
Norwegian Conservative Party formed a minority government, which it expanded in 1983 into a
center-right majority coalition. The coalition deregulated the credit market in 1984. For the first
time in decades, the bankers could pursue their own short-term interests.SWEDEN FOLLOWS
NORWAYThe Social Democrats remained the governing party in Sweden, but in 1985 they
followed the Norwegian Conservatives’ deregulation move. Now Swedish bankers could expand
like their Norwegian colleagues. By 1990, all of Sweden’s largest banks were speculating on
commercial property and the bubble grew. Despite the bankers’ gamble that what goes up can
stay up, the bubble burst. In the next few years, 90 percent of the banking sector experienced
massive losses.The government nationalized two of the banks, sheltered some that looked like
they could survive, and took the attitude that the rest could go bankrupt. Stockholders were left
empty-handed.As it turned out, three of the large banks were able to raise necessary capital
privately. Regulation was reimposed and Sweden began to recover, taking care to retain its
famous safety net to undergird the economy and to protect individual Swedes.The mid-1990s
were nevertheless a challenging time for many Swedes because of the fallout from the bank
crisis. The government poured money into professional training and university courses, which of
course stimulated the economy. In that period, according to Sweden’s present prime minister,
Stefan Løfven, “Almost a million people got a chance to raise their education, which was very
good, because when things started to go well, people were on a higher level.”9 Løfven is a
welder by occupation and was the leader of the national metal workers’ union before becoming a
politician.The Swedish version of financial-sector “tough love” put the economy in such a strong



position that when the 2008 financial crisis hit most of Europe, Sweden could use a series of
flexible measures that minimized disruption. The banks had already been cleaned up. The
Swedes used counter-cyclical measures to stimulate demand. Even though it was a member of
the European Union, Sweden retained the krona, which gave it the advantage of flexibility not
retained by nations in the Eurozone. In addition, their famous social safety net worked to keep
Swedes accessing health care, education, and job training programs, and maintained the jobs
that provided those services.From this experience, some Swedish economists conclude that a
high level of ongoing, thoughtful governmental intervention in the economy works better than
occasional large spurts of stimulus.The result: by 2011, The Washington Post was calling
Sweden the “rock star of the recovery,” with a growth rate twice that of the United States, much
less unemployment, and a strong currency.“THE NATIONAL MOTHER” TAKES LEADERSHIP
IN NORWAYIn the 1985 elections, the Norwegians voted out the center-right coalition. Labor
came back in as a minority government, led by Gro Harlem Brundtland. Norway would not have
a majority-based government again until 2005. Brundtland had several terms as prime minister;
she strongly influenced Norwegian politics and society and was nicknamed “the national
mother.”Brundtland was a medical doctor by trade, and one of her achievements was to put
climate change on the global agenda. She did not, however, reimpose strong regulations on the
banks.Though Norwegian banks began to wobble in the next few years, few imagined major
trouble was coming. But, as in Sweden, the Norwegian bankers’ bubble burst. In 1991, the
commercial banking sector collapsed.In decisive action, Brundtland’s government seized the
three biggest banks of Norway (which were the biggest culprits and together represented half
the banking sector), fired the senior management, and made sure the shareholders didn’t get a
krone.The now publicly owned banks were given new, accountable management and time to
clean up. The government told the rest of the private banking sector that they were on their own:
if they in fact had money in their mattresses with which they could recapitalize, fine; if not, they
could go bankrupt. No way would Norwegian citizens bail them out.Regulations were put back
into place. The lesson to the entire financial sector was unmistakable: risk your own money, not
other people’s.The government gradually sold shares in the banks it had seized and made a net
profit. It kept a majority stake in the largest bank, DNB NOR, reportedly as a safeguard to
prevent the bank from being sold to foreign banks.A couple of decades later, in 2011, Norwegian
State Secretary Morten Søberg reflected on what Norway learned from its harrowing experience.
One lesson was to make the first step the elimination of shareholder equity in the banks chosen
for government intervention:In this way, those responsible for the banks’ business and risk
management—the owners—suffered losses before everyone else, while the transfer of risk from
private actors to the public purse was accompanied by control and ownership of future profits.
This recipe for crisis management contrasts with many other approaches during various crises.
Too often, governments have implemented support measures without charging those
responsible for the problems properly. This gives rise to the proverbial “privatization of profits
and socialization of costs,” and very bad incentives for good banking. The Norwegian approach



to crisis management, on the other hand, provides healthy incentives for good banking, as
banks and their owners can expect that any new losses due to high risk-taking must be borne by
themselves.DENMARK AVOIDS A CRASHIn order to implement neoliberal policies in her own
country, British prime minister Margaret Thatcher needed to weaken the labor movement. In
1984, she confronted the coal miners, whose strike deepened into a general strike. Through
archival research reporters recently discovered that at the time, Thatcher considered imposing a
state of emergency and mobilizing troops.10Denmark’s center-right government was in that
same period seeking to impose austerity measures and also encountered strenuous opposition
from labor, including a strike that fared better than that against Thatcher.11 Labor went on the
offensive, and campaigned for a 4 percent pay hike, a thirty-five-hour work week, and increased
taxes on corporations.When the government tried to impose a settlement and ban the strike,
some 100,000 workers gathered outside the Parliament building in Copenhagen. They barred
lawmakers from going into the building and delayed debate on the government’s legislation.
Municipal workers refused to clear Copenhagen streets of the overnight snowfall, while other
Danes slogged through the snow to join the protest. Wildcat strikes erupted in many sectors,
and the illegal, nonviolent strike spread until about 320,000 workers joined (in a country of only 5
million).12The government decided to urge compromise and settled the strike, with the
employers’ association making concessions.13The government largely gave up the Thatcherite
agenda. Danish banks struggled in the 1980s but escaped the Norwegian and Swedish crashes.
The Danes retained a stronger regulatory regime on finance, and their banks maintained higher
cash reserves as well.NORWAY AND SWEDEN RECOVER QUICKLYNorway and Sweden
bounced back quickly from their collapses through tough and effective governmental
intervention, avoiding the “lost decade” syndrome that dogged Japan after its early-1990s crash,
and that seems to be the continuing reality of the United States and much of Europe
post-2008.14When the 2008 banking crisis hit countries like Britain, France, and Germany, the
Norwegian and Swedish banks were unscathed. Of course, the fact that giants around them
were toppling had a negative impact on their economies as a whole, but Denmark, Sweden, and
Norway all found it easier to regain their footing because their stronger democracies made sure
their banks were clean, transparent, and accountable. Rejecting free-market ideology, they had
largely returned to what works.3VIKINGS GET LOST, BANKERS GO WILDIt’s hard to
understand how the descendants of Vikings could have steered into an economic
glacier.Sweden, Norway, and Iceland had made enormous economic gains for half a century by
emphasizing the development of human capital and guiding the economy for the common good.
They were small ships in shark-infested international waters, and the crews thrived because they
had developed resilient structures and chose reliable stars to navigate by.In the 1980s, Norway
and Sweden turned away from what had been working for them and deregulated, giving the
financial sectors the chance to act in their own, short-range interests. The private banks
speculated, creating housing bubbles. The bubbles burst. Both nations headed into crisis.To
understand what might seem incomprehensible, we need to understand the larger context. It is



not easy for small nations to stay focused on their own vision and the wisdom of their own
experience when giant nations are telling them they are wrong. Ronald Reagan was elected U.S.
president in 1980. Margaret Thatcher became British prime minister in 1979. Both countries
were widely respected in Scandinavia.Reagan and Thatcher shared an alternative vision:
instead of freeing all individuals through increasing their opportunities, it was time to free owners
to make more money, and that, they claimed, would trickle down and benefit everyone.It’s not a
new idea, but it found some fertile soil in Norway. A severe international oil shock had come in
1973–74, resulting from the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) hiking
the price of oil. The shock triggered the deepest world economic recession since the 1930s.
World trade and production grew at a much weaker pace, hurting the Nordics, and Norway in
particular. Norwegian economist Lars Mjøset argues that the Labor government’s policy
responses included mistakes that contributed to a worrying period of stagflation: economic
growth was slowing but inflation was moving upward and unemployment was straining to do so
as well.The neoliberal gospel also had some resonance because Viking economics includes
many rules and regulations. I remember Berit’s dad Johannes complaining about the red tape
involved with his gardening business; land-use regulations meant getting permission to make
some changes that he wanted to make. That’s a common experience in Norway, and over time it
can chafe.Perhaps, some Norwegian economists were saying, the market does have its own
wisdom that will yield the best result when rules are dropped and each owner seizes the
moment without worrying about consequences. If great and respected nations like the United
States and the UK take this chance, why not little Norway?In 1981, the Norwegian Conservative
Party formed a minority government, which it expanded in 1983 into a center-right majority
coalition. The coalition deregulated the credit market in 1984. For the first time in decades, the
bankers could pursue their own short-term interests.SWEDEN FOLLOWS NORWAYThe Social
Democrats remained the governing party in Sweden, but in 1985 they followed the Norwegian
Conservatives’ deregulation move. Now Swedish bankers could expand like their Norwegian
colleagues. By 1990, all of Sweden’s largest banks were speculating on commercial property
and the bubble grew. Despite the bankers’ gamble that what goes up can stay up, the bubble
burst. In the next few years, 90 percent of the banking sector experienced massive losses.The
government nationalized two of the banks, sheltered some that looked like they could survive,
and took the attitude that the rest could go bankrupt. Stockholders were left empty-handed.As it
turned out, three of the large banks were able to raise necessary capital privately. Regulation
was reimposed and Sweden began to recover, taking care to retain its famous safety net to
undergird the economy and to protect individual Swedes.The mid-1990s were nevertheless a
challenging time for many Swedes because of the fallout from the bank crisis. The government
poured money into professional training and university courses, which of course stimulated the
economy. In that period, according to Sweden’s present prime minister, Stefan Løfven, “Almost a
million people got a chance to raise their education, which was very good, because when things
started to go well, people were on a higher level.”9 Løfven is a welder by occupation and was the



leader of the national metal workers’ union before becoming a politician.The Swedish version of
financial-sector “tough love” put the economy in such a strong position that when the 2008
financial crisis hit most of Europe, Sweden could use a series of flexible measures that
minimized disruption. The banks had already been cleaned up. The Swedes used counter-
cyclical measures to stimulate demand. Even though it was a member of the European Union,
Sweden retained the krona, which gave it the advantage of flexibility not retained by nations in
the Eurozone. In addition, their famous social safety net worked to keep Swedes accessing
health care, education, and job training programs, and maintained the jobs that provided those
services.From this experience, some Swedish economists conclude that a high level of ongoing,
thoughtful governmental intervention in the economy works better than occasional large spurts
of stimulus.The result: by 2011, The Washington Post was calling Sweden the “rock star of the
recovery,” with a growth rate twice that of the United States, much less unemployment, and a
strong currency.“THE NATIONAL MOTHER” TAKES LEADERSHIP IN NORWAYIn the 1985
elections, the Norwegians voted out the center-right coalition. Labor came back in as a minority
government, led by Gro Harlem Brundtland. Norway would not have a majority-based
government again until 2005. Brundtland had several terms as prime minister; she strongly
influenced Norwegian politics and society and was nicknamed “the national mother.”Brundtland
was a medical doctor by trade, and one of her achievements was to put climate change on the
global agenda. She did not, however, reimpose strong regulations on the banks.Though
Norwegian banks began to wobble in the next few years, few imagined major trouble was
coming. But, as in Sweden, the Norwegian bankers’ bubble burst. In 1991, the commercial
banking sector collapsed.In decisive action, Brundtland’s government seized the three biggest
banks of Norway (which were the biggest culprits and together represented half the banking
sector), fired the senior management, and made sure the shareholders didn’t get a krone.The
now publicly owned banks were given new, accountable management and time to clean up. The
government told the rest of the private banking sector that they were on their own: if they in fact
had money in their mattresses with which they could recapitalize, fine; if not, they could go
bankrupt. No way would Norwegian citizens bail them out.Regulations were put back into place.
The lesson to the entire financial sector was unmistakable: risk your own money, not other
people’s.The government gradually sold shares in the banks it had seized and made a net profit.
It kept a majority stake in the largest bank, DNB NOR, reportedly as a safeguard to prevent the
bank from being sold to foreign banks.A couple of decades later, in 2011, Norwegian State
Secretary Morten Søberg reflected on what Norway learned from its harrowing experience. One
lesson was to make the first step the elimination of shareholder equity in the banks chosen for
government intervention:In this way, those responsible for the banks’ business and risk
management—the owners—suffered losses before everyone else, while the transfer of risk from
private actors to the public purse was accompanied by control and ownership of future profits.
This recipe for crisis management contrasts with many other approaches during various crises.
Too often, governments have implemented support measures without charging those



responsible for the problems properly. This gives rise to the proverbial “privatization of profits
and socialization of costs,” and very bad incentives for good banking. The Norwegian approach
to crisis management, on the other hand, provides healthy incentives for good banking, as
banks and their owners can expect that any new losses due to high risk-taking must be borne by
themselves.DENMARK AVOIDS A CRASHIn order to implement neoliberal policies in her own
country, British prime minister Margaret Thatcher needed to weaken the labor movement. In
1984, she confronted the coal miners, whose strike deepened into a general strike. Through
archival research reporters recently discovered that at the time, Thatcher considered imposing a
state of emergency and mobilizing troops.10Denmark’s center-right government was in that
same period seeking to impose austerity measures and also encountered strenuous opposition
from labor, including a strike that fared better than that against Thatcher.11 Labor went on the
offensive, and campaigned for a 4 percent pay hike, a thirty-five-hour work week, and increased
taxes on corporations.When the government tried to impose a settlement and ban the strike,
some 100,000 workers gathered outside the Parliament building in Copenhagen. They barred
lawmakers from going into the building and delayed debate on the government’s legislation.
Municipal workers refused to clear Copenhagen streets of the overnight snowfall, while other
Danes slogged through the snow to join the protest. Wildcat strikes erupted in many sectors,
and the illegal, nonviolent strike spread until about 320,000 workers joined (in a country of only 5
million).12The government decided to urge compromise and settled the strike, with the
employers’ association making concessions.13The government largely gave up the Thatcherite
agenda. Danish banks struggled in the 1980s but escaped the Norwegian and Swedish crashes.
The Danes retained a stronger regulatory regime on finance, and their banks maintained higher
cash reserves as well.NORWAY AND SWEDEN RECOVER QUICKLYNorway and Sweden
bounced back quickly from their collapses through tough and effective governmental
intervention, avoiding the “lost decade” syndrome that dogged Japan after its early-1990s crash,
and that seems to be the continuing reality of the United States and much of Europe
post-2008.14When the 2008 banking crisis hit countries like Britain, France, and Germany, the
Norwegian and Swedish banks were unscathed. Of course, the fact that giants around them
were toppling had a negative impact on their economies as a whole, but Denmark, Sweden, and
Norway all found it easier to regain their footing because their stronger democracies made sure
their banks were clean, transparent, and accountable. Rejecting free-market ideology, they had
largely returned to what works.
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Joel from TX, “interesting book!. I am still in the process of reading it. But the author uses a plain
english laymen narrative style to address concepts. So you need to keep an open mind to
understand his POV, but well worth the read to gain a new (or as he points out, old America
perspective.) Well worth it.”

Bob Taos, “This Sneaky Book Has Had An Influence On The Way I Think!. I've been reworking
my outlook on the world driven in great part by the mess we've made of our country and the
world. Once, I was a Marxist (capital M) and a socialist. Then I decided that I wanted to know
how this society actually worked and took up an IT career somewhat successfully. i consulted
for numerous companies and ended up as Director for Technology Planning at a Fortune 100
corp. I read Krugman and Stieglitz and the British reformist economists. I'm strongly influenced
by MMT and think it offers hope. We have to solve our problems, and that's what Viking
Economics brought home to me. In part inspired by the ideas in this book I've come to think of
myself as a practical, objective, science-based problem solver. That seems like a more practical
and hopefully effective way of looking at the world than any of the -isms. That view of the world
started to take shape while I read this book. Problems -- environment and climate change,
sustainability, inequality, chronic joblessness, racial and economic injustice. This book helped
me return to the New Deal and the "for all" solutions -- health care for all, jobs for all, affordable
healthy energy-efficient homes for all, free lifetime education, the Green New Deal. They are all
practical profound solutions for our real problems, and that is a theme of this book.”

Jerry Woolpy, “A review to help you feel better. Viking Economics: how the Scandinavians got
right and how we can too, by George Lakey, reviewed by Jerry WoolpyGrowing inequality is the
root cause of our malaise. The symptoms are elite and corporate dominance and our inability to
moderate them at the ballot box. Norway, Sweden, and Denmark provide the vision for our
progressive movement. They struggled with elite dominance and authoritarianism and by dint of
non-violent action overcame it to achieve meaningful democracy. Voting was not enough.
Violence was not the answer. Boycotts, strikes, unionization, dogged demonstrations and other
non-violent movements ultimately prevailed. Eventually the elite caved and strangely enough the
economy prospered to the advantage of rich and poor alike. The goals that these tactics
achieved were high taxes to support universal health care, free education, massive job training
along with generous unemployment compensation. Bailouts for investors, including investment
banks were prohibited. But coops and savings banks were protected. It turns out that most of the
wealthy realized that high taxes were worth the cost because they lead to a stable and high
growth economy with a population that trusts government. Crime and corruption were lowered to
the lowest among developed nations. Only a few CEOs left the country. Startups and small
business flourished as did small farms. Rural-Urban conflicts evaporated. Science, including



environmental protection, global warming offsets, carbon taxes, electric cars, bikes and public
transportation happened because of increased awareness and realism. Immigration and its
consequent racism is and was a problem, but it was successfully mitigated and for the most part
held to a minimum because of strong popular opinion and election results to the contrary. Lakey
opines that Trump is a symptom not a cause. And he notes that Trump only got the votes of a
quarter of the US population while the other three quarters failed to realize their majority and did
not recognize the need to organize, demonstrate, start moving for things they favor: unions,
taxes, health care, education, infrastructure, living wages, and jobs for everyone. Take heart
friends. If the Vikings can do it so can the Yanks. Inequality is not our ultimate fate as long as we
level the playing field for labor and make investors take the full risk of their investments without
the protection of bailouts or tax loopholes.”

Gregory W. Allen, “This is a very good survey of an alternative approach to structuring an
economy .... This is a very good survey of an alternative approach to structuring an economy
than the one American’s believe must be the best in the world since it is American.The Nordic
model that Lakey describes is not against markets, or capitalists, or profits. It does suggest that
they should not be the ultimate concern in a society and should serve the needs of the members
of the society, and not the other way around.I do wish he had spent more time describing how
we might adapt this model to current conditions in the United States. The description of how the
Scandinavians developed the consensus they currently have relied pretty heavily on an
organized labor movement that has largely been eviscerated in the US.I do highly recommend it
though. It is very approachable for book on this subject, and while I wouldn’t call it a page turner,
it is a very enjoyable and enlightening read.”

Heather E. Campbell, “Not Excellent, But Well Worth a Read. Let me say first that I am a
professor of public policy, but I like to read "popular social science" that is well-grounded in real
evidence and data, such as Women Don't Ask, The Big Sort, Bowling Alone, etc. I found Viking
Economics very interesting and an easy read and I was glad I read it. It is thought-provoking and
leads to mulling about the US economic structure. But, the chapter I was looking forward to the
most--the one on whether we could do this in the US and, if so, how--was the weakest, and that
disappointed me. I do recommend this book, and in fact have passed it along to my dad so that
we can talk about it. But it's weaker than I wish--but I'm also not the standard audience, I'm sure.
Read it, enjoy it, think about it--but don't expect too much.”

Ms. Mary Fletcher, “Worth reading.. I could do with reading this again as I don't remember that
much - but gathered it was a long struggle to get to where they are now. Norway subsidised
journalism to stop a one sided perspective. They helped immigrants learn the language in
Norway and put them with host families. They kept high food standards and regulated banking. If
you are made redundant you get trained for a new job.Well worth reading for ideas and the



determinantion needed over many years to improve life.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Excelent book. Easy to read and a good example of the Norweigian
economy. Highly recommended.”

D2, “Let's All Read It -- and Do It, Too!. This is one of the most important books I've read in
years! Kudos to George Lakey for sharing such thoughtful, forward-moving, positive information
in a readable format, backed up with good endnotes. It's wonderful to feel hopeful instead of
beaten down by the bullies who themselves would never bully if they could understand and thus
feel the obvious benefits of sharing happiness, good health, education and fantastic jobs in a
meaningful way -- such as Scandanavian countries are doing. Share this book with every
politician and every corporate manager. Let's get the conversation moving us forward!”

Rocketrazer, “Good read. Real eye opener”

A Reader, “Good.. thank you. Good..thank you!”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 200 people have provided feedback.
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