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Introduction 

 

In my postdoctoral research project, which started in January 2019, I am studying the 

history of the Swedish-speaking socialist minority engaged in the Finland-Swedish 

arm of the post-war Finnish labour movement.1 The project studies the Swedish-

speaking working-class minority and their relation to socialist politics. On a more 

general level, the project seeks to develop new historical understandings of the so-

called problematic relationship between socialism and nationalism in the history of 

the labour movement. In centre of my research is how agents of the Finland-Swedish 

labour movement used ideas on (minority) nationalism and socialism and how they 

were related to experiences of class, ethnicity and gender in post-war Finland. 

 

Two main historical narratives have been dominating traditional political- and social 

history of Finland after the WW2: “the years of danger” 1944–48, with the threat of a 

Soviet supported communist coup d´état, and “the years of reconstruction”, when 

Finns, despite the heavy losses and burden of the war, succeeded in transforming 

society in to a modern welfare state.2 Nevertheless, these (by me) quite simplified 

historical narratives do not take in to account individual or local and communal 

																																																								
1	The	Swedish	title	of	my	research	project	is	”Tyst	i	klassen?	Minoritetsnationalism,	socialism	och	
genus	i	den	finlandssvenska	arbetarrörelsens	politiska	erfarenhetshistoria,	1944–1948”	(in	
English	”Quiet	in	the	class?	Minority-nationalism,	socialism	and	gender	in	the	political	history	of	
experience	of	the	Finland-Swedish	labour	movement,	1944–48”)	funded	by	the	Society	of	
Swedish	Literature	in	Finland.	
2	Antero	Holmila	&	Simo	Mikkonen,	Suomi	sodan	jälkeen.	Pelon,	katkeruuden	ja	toivon	vuodet	
1944–1948,	Atena,	Jyväskylä	2015,	p.	14–21.	
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experiences of the post-war era. These meta-narratives have also been challenged in 

recent Finnish historiography.3  

 

By focusing on the manner in which socialist minority nationalism was used in the 

Finland-Swedish labour movement in the post-war years in Finland, this project 

shows the impact of ethno-class identity in the history of the multinational Finnish 

labour movement. Apart from this goal of narrating the forgotten history of Finland-

Swedish agents in the history of the socialist and communist labour movement, an 

equally important aim is to develop new historical insights concerning the 

interpenetration of socialism and nationalism in the history of the labour movement 

by showing the heuristic value of the concept of socialist minority nationalism.4 There 

have been very few historical studies focusing on the connection between micro-level 

experience of the post-war era and political agency in Finland.5 This research project 

however will address the “forgotten” historical experiences of the Swedish-speaking 

and bilingual working class who supported the emerging Finland-Swedish labour 

movement during the post-war years in the late 1940’s and 1950’s. 

 

The focus in this paper and in my presentation is merely methodological, focusing on 

the analytical concept of historical experience in relation to my on-going research 

project. The interaction of experiences, social structures and cultural representations 

in the political agency of the members are of great importance. I will start with 

discussing how experience has been understood in earlier research on working class 

political agency in labour history and the recent historiographical developments, and 

then go on to discuss how I implement experience in my research on lived socialist 

minority nationalism in post-war Finland.  

 

 
																																																								
3	See	e.g.:	Ville	Kivimäki	&	Kirsi-Maria	Hytönen	(ed.),	Rauhaton	rauha.	Suomalaiset	ja	sodan	
päättyminen	1944–1950,	Vastapaino,	Tampere	2015.	
4	Jonas	Ahlskog,	Matias	Kaihovirta	&	Mats	Wickström,	”Nationen	i	klasskampen.	
Minoritetsnationalism	inom	den	socialistiska	arbetarrörelsen”,	Historisk	Tidskrift	138:3	2018.	
5	There	are	historical	studies	focusing	on	the	labour	movement,	mainly	the	history	of	the	trade	
unions	after	WW2.	These	however	analyses	the	post-war	development	from	”inside”	of	the	
labour	movement	and	from	a	labour	union	perspective	and	not	from	the	subjective	experience	of	
the	rank-and-file	member	or	supporter	of	socialist	parties.	See	e.g.:	Tapio	Bergholm,	
Ammattiliiton	nousu	ja	tuho:	kuljetusalan	ammattiyhdistystoiminta	ja	työmarkkinasuhteiden	
murros	1944–1949,	Suomen	historiallinen	seura,	Helsinki	1997;	Päivi	Uljas,	Hyvinvointivaltion	
läpimurto,	Into-kustannus,	Helsinki	2012.	
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Experience and political agency in labour history 

 

Experience of class and class-relations holds a significant place in labour history. Yet 

it is somehow surprising how little of the so called new labour history, which 

followed the massive impact of the British Marxist historians as E. P. Thompson and 

Eric Hobsbawm, was actually focusing on the subjective experiences of class. As the 

American historian William Sewell has noted, most of the new labour history, 

following the huge impact of Thompsons’s book “The making of the English working 

class” (1963), actually went to the opposite direction of what Thompson was 

proposing. Instead of taking in to account the subjective experiences of the working 

class, historians produced new knowledge of the working class as an object. This 

holds also true for much of the social scientific historical approach on labour history 

in the Nordic historiography, “it was common for new social historians to mix a little 

E. P. Thompson with […] quantitative sociology” as Sewell puts it. According to 

Sewell, the lived experience of the working class, collected from the qualitative 

source materials, was mainly used as supplement for quantitative core of social 

history, and Sewell’s somewhat provocative statement holds also true for much of 

labour history in the Nordic region in the 1970’s and 80’s.6  

 

The “forgotten history” of the working class and their experience of capitalist 

exploitation and political resistance, which Thompson and labour history sought to 

reveal, has been criticized for taking experience as something authentic, as the 

genuine voice of labouring men in the past. Poststructuralist and feminist historians, 

as Joan Scott, has rightfully criticized, especially E. P. Thompson and labour history, 

for un-consciously reproducing past and present political discourses on class 

experience. According to Scott Thompson’s finding, the “working class experience”, 

became somewhat the unintentional ontology for explaining working class politics 

and agency in history.7 Therefore it is crucial to make an analytical difference how 

																																																								
6	William	H.	Sewell	Jr.,	The	Logics	of	History.	Social	Theory	and	Social	Transformation,	Chicago	
University	Press,	p.	31–32.	
7	Joan	W.	Scott,	”The	evidence	of	experience”,	Critical	Inquiry	Vol.17	No.4	(Summer	1991),	p.	784–
786;	See	also:	Ulla-Maija	Peltonen,	”Rajaton	kokemus	–	näkökulmia	toiseen	tietoon”,	Kati	Launis	
&	Marko	Tikka	(ed.),	Työväki	ja	kokemus.	Tampere:	Työväen	historian	ja	perinteen	tutkimuksen	
seura	2009,	p.	13.	
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“class experience” is either used as an explanation for political agency and class-

consciousness, or as the object of the historical analysis itself.  

 

After the post-structural and cultural turn of the recent decades in historiography, the 

subjective approach to class has been more in focus than ever before. Some of the 

recent trends in labour history have been turning towards the inside of the working 

class and has been recognized as the affective turn in labour history.8 While gender 

history challenged the gendered and gender-blind narratives in older labour history in 

Anglo-American historiography, in Finnish and Swedish labour history gender has 

traditionally gained a strong foothold with the close relationship between feminist- 

and labour historians.9 Ethnicity though has not have had the similar influence as 

gender in Finnish labour history, partly due to the notion that Finland and the Finnish 

working class has been considered as ethnically homogenous – a notion which do not 

correspond with the multinational historical reality of the Finnish society in the past.10  

 

Close reading of the lived ethnic and gendered class experience of the Finland-

Swedish labour movement 

 

One key theoretical concept in my research project is socialist minority nationalism. 

In the history of the Finland-Swedish labour movement minority nationalism is useful 

to make a clear division between nation and the nation-state, and to understand how it 

was possible for the agents of the Swedish-speaking labour movement to combine 

socialist class-struggle and socialist politics with their nationalist project that was 

different from their Finland-Swedish bourgeois counterparts. The concept has been 

introduced to study the relation between ethno-linguistic identifications and class in 

																																																								
8	Jens	Ljunggren,	Den	uppskjutna	vreden.	Socialdemokratisk	känslopolitik	från	1880-	till	1980-talet,	
Nordic	Academic	Press,	Lund	2015;	See	also	a	pioneering	work	on	the	role	of	emotions	in	Finnish	
labour	history,	Elina	Katainen	&	Pirkko	Kotila	(ed.),	Työväki	ja	tunteet,	Työväen	historian	ja	
perinteen	tutkimuksen	seura,	Tampere	2002.	
9	Pirjo	Markkola,	”The	Nordic	and	gendering	dimensions	of	labour	history	in	Finland”,	Heidi	
Haggrén,	Johanna	Rainio-Niemi	&	Jussi	Vauhkonen	(ed.),	Multi-layered	historicity	of	the	present.	
Approaches	to	social	science	history,	University	of	Helsinki	2013,	p.	38–41.	
10	Miika	Tervonen,	”Historiankirjoitus	ja	myytti	yhden	kulttuurin	Suomesta”,	Pirjo	Markkola,	
Hanna	Snellman	&	Ann-Catrin	Östman	(ed.),	Kotiseutu	ja	kansakunta.	Miten	suomalaista	historiaa	
on	rakennettu,	SKS,	Helsinki	2014;	Mats	Wickström	&	Charlotta	Wolff,	”Historiska	perspektiv	på	
mångkulturalitet,	migration	och	minoriteter	i	Finland	under	tre	sekel”,	Mats	Wickström	&	
Charlotta	Wolff	(ed.),	Mångkulturalitet,	migration	och	minoriteter	i	Finland	under	tre	sekel,	SLS,	
Helsinki	2016.	
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the Finland-Swedish labour movement.11 Recent studies on the making of nationalism 

in history has focused on the use, interpretation and experience of nationalisms in the 

past, instead of what was common in earlier nationalism research which was focusing 

on ideologies and different theories of nationalism and the historical development of 

the modern nation-state.12  

 

During the last decades there has been a vivid theoretical discussion, influenced by 

post-structuralism and the so-called cultural turn in history: how to interpret class in 

new ways in social and historical analysis. The recent theoretical approaches to class 

gives labour historians new opportunities to think about agency as the outcome of 

certain class experiences in the past and how it is interlinked with a fine web of 

cultural power that was (and still is) exercised upon them and which they also are 

involved in reproducing and rearticulating. One of the influential theoretical 

approaches in some recent labour history has been the Post-Marxist discourse 

analysis, where discourse is understood as “that every social configuration is 

meaningful”, meaning that social reality is a linguistic construction and that the 

“social” only exists when put in a cultural context.13  Following this, “experience” is 

the linguistic articulation of a social and cultural configuration in which individuals or 

communities are shaped in to.  

 

The primary source of methodological inspiration for the project is the cultural turn in 

political history from the recent decades: instead of searching the underlying social 

laws of socialism and nationalism in the historical process, the focus is directed 

towards the role of historical agents and the ways in which they use and create 

political ideas. In this project, the focus is especially on the use of socialist minority 

nationalism in specific historical contexts. 14  The making of socialist minority 

nationalism during the post-war era is studied thru the interaction of experiences, 

social constructions and cultural understandings of the supporters and members of the 

Finland-Swedish labour movement. Intersectional theory is used as an analytical tool 

																																																								
11	Ahlskog,	Kaihovirta	&	Wickström.	
12	Anne	Berg,	”Nationen	i	historien”,	Historisk	Tidskrift	138:3	2018,	p.	384–385.	
13	Ernesto	Laclau	&	Chantal	Mouffe,	”Post-Marxism	without	apologies”,	Ernesto	Laclau,	New	
Reflections	on	the	Revolution	of	Our	Time,	London	&	New	York,	Verso	1990,	p.	100–101.	
14	Pasi	Ihalainen,	The	Springs	of	Democracy.	National	and	transnational	debates	on	constitutional	
reform	in	the	British,	German,	Swedish	and	Finnish	parliaments,	1917–1919,	SKS,	Helsinki	2017,	p.	
23–25;	Berg,	p.	384–85.		
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for understanding how different identities as class, ethnicity and gender are 

intertwined and are in the making. The intersectional perspective helps to understand 

how the experiences of the agents of the labour movement are constructed, while 

studying agency reveals the nature of historical structures.15 

 

The source-material for the project consists of letters to the leaders of the labour 

movement and letters to the press by the rank-and-file members and supporters of the 

Finland-Swedish labour movement. Preliminary reading of the source material reveals 

“typical” aspects of the popular political culture and expressions of politics by the 

miscellaneous members and supporters of the labour movement.  

 

One special historical source for this project is the diaries of the war-veteran, 

communist, union representative and steelworker Alfons Flemmich (1907–1989). 

Flemmich’s diary is a insight to the individual and communal experiences of the 

Swedish-speaking and bilingual working class in Finland, a insight of the experiences 

of a supporter of the Finland-Swedish people’s democratic movement in the post-war 

era. Flemmich was a skilled writer of for the general public unknown short stories, 

usually based on real life experiences from the steelwork and ironwork communities 

in the Swedish-speaking Southern Finland. His diary covers the years 1940–44 and 

1946–89. Flemmich’s wife Anna-Lisa (1928–1999) was interviewed, alongside with 

some of the former colleagues and friends of Alfons and Anna-Lisa, in a research 

project “Åminnefors – a steelwork in transformation” conducted by the Society of 

Swedish Literature in Finland in 1999. Flemmich’s diaries, unpublished non-fictional 

and fictional writings, personal archive, and the oral sources makes it possible to 

conduct a close reading of the lived ethnic class experiences of the Swedish-speaking 

working class in post-war Finland. 

 

 

 

																																																								
15	Helena	Tolvhed,	”Intersektionalitet	och	historievetenskap”,	Scandia	Vol.	76:1	2010.	


