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ABSTRACT/SAMMANDRAG 

 

Abstract 

 

The present thesis is an exploration of normalization processes and the problem of 

appropriation in labor conflict. More specifically, it analyses the way contemporary 

labor conflicts in nursing relate to, and thereby help to illuminate, changes in modes 

of gender normalization under neoliberalism, and how nurse labor conflict thereby 

sheds light on wider patterns of labor strife. Analysis shows how a “virtue script” 

bound up with long-lasting patterns of gender normalization in nursing becomes 

tangled with forms of abstract labor related to “new public management” reform. 

Although the restructuring of work threatens public professionals’ autonomy, at the 

same time, it provides opportunities for resistance through collective action. What 

is more, this restructuring process facilitates the appropriation by nurses and, by 

implication, other public workers, of the discourses and ideals that belonged to the 

ethos of the Keynesian welfare state. However, this is a contradictory process, since 

the discourses and ideals thus appropriated inhere in modes of labor exploitation 

and normalization. Analysis indicates that although appropriation risks to reinforce 

gendered and exploitative ideas about work, the strategy can be a lever of collective 

mobilization, and one of its possible outcomes is the radical transformation of the 

entities it takes possession of. 

 

This interview study is mainly based on four journal articles, attending to different 

aspects of an act of collective resignation taken by registered nurses at a Swedish 

hospital ward. This is an emerging form of collective action and the thesis provides 

one of the first analyses of this new grassroots and workplace-based phenomenon, 
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which may be considered its particular empirical contribution. On the other hand, 

the chapters of the cover essay unfold a sustained argument on normalization and 

appropriation, thereby elaborating theoretical themes broached in the articles. The 

focal point of this discussion is a certain concept of form, deployed in Marxist and 

feminist theory, a concept pointing to the identity of thought-forms and practically 

enacted forms. Further, these forms migrate: they are evoked in practices wherein 

“the mind is not active as sentient” (Hegel), later to be projected by the mind onto 

different entities. The results of the discussion thus question common approaches to 

normalization. In particular, it is untenable to oppose a tacit and internal mode of 

control where individuals are induced to comply by attaching to identifications (by 

becoming/being made into subjects) to an overt and external mode reliant on sheer 

coercion. This matter–form dichotomy should be dissolved, and modes of coercion 

should be understood to leave subjective imprints—not at the level of identity but 

at the level of thought’s infrastructure, that is, form. 

 

 

Keywords: appropriation, care work, dialectics, gender, ideal worker, labor conflict, 

neoliberalism, normalization, NPM, nursing, real abstraction, real subsumption 

 

 

Sammandrag 

 

Föreliggande avhandling utforskar normaliseringsprocesser och problem rörande 

appropriering i samband med arbetskonflikter. Avhandlingen analyserar hur sam-

tida arbetskonflikter i sjuksköterskeprofessionen relaterar till och sålunda belyser 

förändrad genusnormalisering i en nyliberal tid, samt hur dessa konflikter belyser 

övergripande konfliktmönster i arbetslivet. Analysen påvisar hur en ”dygdighets-

norm” kopplad till långlivade modaliteter av genusnormalisering sammanvävs med 

en form av abstrakt arbete relaterad till sentida NPM-reformer. Men medan denna 

omstruktureringsprocess urholkar den autonomi som professioner i offentlig sektor 

länge innehaft medför den också möjligheter till kollektiva motståndshandlingar. 

Vidare möjliggör denna nyliberala omstrukturering sjuksköterskors—liksom andra 

offentliga professioners—appropriering av diskurser och ideal som var centrala i 

den tidigare, keynesianska, välfärdsstaten; men detta är en motsägelsefull process 

då dessa diskurser och ideal är sprungna ur, och präglade av, historier av utsugning 

och normalisering. Analysen visar att medan appropriering visserligen riskerar att 

reproducera former av normalisering underlättar denna strategi mobilisering och 

kan i förlängningen omvandla övertagna diskurser och ideal. 
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Denna intervjustudie är huvudsakligen baserad på fyra artiklar: de analyserar olika 

aspekter av en kollektiv uppsägningsaktion bland sjuksköterskor vid en sjukhus-

avdelning. Detta är en framväxande typ av aktion i Sverige och avhandlingen är en 

av de första studierna av denna gräsrots- och arbetsplatsbaserade kampform, vilket 

kan ses som dess empiriska forskningsbidrag. I kappan förs, å andra sidan, en kon-

tinuerlig teoretisk diskussion kring normalisering och appropriering som utvecklar 

teman som lyfts i de enskilda artiklarna. Diskussionen kretsar kring ett visst form-

begrepp, som härrör ur marxistisk och feministisk teori och som påvisar en identitet 

mellan tankeform och praktiskt artikulerad form. Dessa former migrerar; de uttrycks 

omedvetet i praktiker där individens fokus är annorstädes och projiceras sedan på 

andra praktiker. I diskussionen ifrågasätts sålunda vedertagna förståelser av norma-

lisering: det är teoretiskt ofruktbart att ställa omedvetna, interna, former av kontroll 

där lydnad eller konformitet uppnås via internaliseringen av påbjudna identiteter 

mot medvetna, externa, eller tvingande, former av kontroll. En häri latent dikotomi 

om materia respektive form bör upplösas i syfte att synliggöra hur ett slags kontroll 

över arbete lämnar subjektiverande avtryck, inte genom att påbjuda identifikationer 

utan genom att forma vad som kan beskrivas som tänkandets minsta beståndsdelar. 

  



v 

CONTENTS 

 
 
ABSTRACT/SAMMANDRAG ...................................................................................... II 

1. CARE IN REVOLT ..................................................................................................... 1 

1.1. DIALECTICS AND TERMINOLOGY ............................................................................ 2 

1.2. PROBLEMS AND QUESTIONS ................................................................................... 4 

1.3. THE CHAPTERS ....................................................................................................... 5 

2. NEOLIBERALISM AND LABOR CONFLICT ..................................................... 6 

2.1. NEOLIBERALISM: NEGATION OF ’68 ....................................................................... 6 

2.2. NPM: THE REAL SUBSUMPTION OF PUBLIC LABOR ................................................. 7 

2.3. NEOLIBERALISM, HEALTHCARE, AND NURSING ...................................................... 9 

2.4.  LABOR CONFLICT IN SWEDEN .............................................................................. 10 

3. IMAGES OF GENDERED LABOR ....................................................................... 15 

3.1. ORIGINS OF THE VIRTUE SCRIPT ........................................................................... 15 

3.2. THE VIRTUE SCRIPT TODAY .................................................................................. 17 

3.3. IMAGES OF IDEAL WORKERS ................................................................................. 20 

3.4. PLASTIC IMAGES .................................................................................................. 23 

4. PRELIMINARY REMARKS ON THEORY ......................................................... 24 

4.1. DEBATES ON NORMALIZATION AND NEOLIBERALISM ........................................... 24 

4.2. CONCEPTS USED IN CHAPTER SEVEN .................................................................... 27 

5. CONFLICT SPEAKS ................................................................................................ 30 

5.1. METHODOLOGY: NORMALIZATION AND THE ABNORMAL ..................................... 30 

5.2. METHOD: NARRATIVE ANALYSIS AND POSITIONING ............................................. 32 

5.3. SAMPLING AND DATA COLLECTION ...................................................................... 34 

5.4. INTERVIEWS AND ETHICS ..................................................................................... 36 

6. FOUR READINGS OF A LABOR CONFLICT ................................................... 41 

6.1. APPROPRIATION AS POLITICIZATION .................................................................... 41 

6.2. POLITICIZATION AS NORMALIZATION ................................................................... 43 

6.3. NORMALIZATION AS REAL ABSTRACTION ............................................................ 45 

6.4. ABSTRACTION, DIREMPTION, AND APPROPRIATION .............................................. 47 



vi 

7. REFLECTIONS ......................................................................................................... 50 

7.1. NORMALIZATION I: SOCIAL FORM AND THOUGHT-FORM ...................................... 51 

7.2. APPROPRIATION I: SEIZING SUBJECTIVITY ............................................................ 53 

7.3. NORMALIZATION II: EMBODYING FEMININITY ..................................................... 56 

7.4. APPROPRIATION II: DISINTEGRATION AND SUBVERSION ....................................... 57 

7.4.1. Disintegration and politicization .................................................................. 59 

7.4.2. Subsumption and subversion ........................................................................ 60 

8. CONCLUSIONS ....................................................................................................... 62 

APPENDIX: COLLECTIVE RESIGNATIONS 1982–2015 ........................................ 65 

REFERENCES ................................................................................................................... 69 



vii 

List of ARTICLEs 

 

The thesis is mainly based on the following four articles, herein referred to by their 

Roman numerals: 

 

 

 

Article I Manufacturing dissent: 

Labor conflict, care work, and the politicization of caring 

 

Nordic Journal of Working Life Studies, volume 4, number 1, 2014 

 

 Magnus Granberg 

 

 

Article II The paradox of collective action in neoliberalism: 

 Gendering, gender equality and subjectivity 

 

Revised and resubmitted to Gender, Work and Organization 

 

 Magnus Granberg and Katarina Giritli Nygren 

 

 

Article III The ideal worker as real abstraction: 

Labour conflict and subjectivity in nursing 

 

 Work, Employment and Society, volume 20, issue 5, 2015 

 

 Magnus Granberg 

 

 

Article IV Neoliberalism, crisis, and subversion: 

 Labor subsumption and conflict in nursing 

 

 Revised and resubmitted to Subjectivity 

 

 Magnus Granberg 



1 

1. CARE IN REVOLT 

 

 

In this thesis I explore labor conflict as a manifestation of aspects of work that are 

not readily observable in times of peaceful labor relations. I consider labor conflict 

as an infrequent glimpse into important aspects of “subjectivity,” that is, how we, 

consciously and unconsciously, understand the activity of work and ourselves as 

workers. Hence this thesis does not focus on aspects of labor conflict that assume 

center stage in much work by Swedish labor scholars: the intensity, frequency, or 

scale of industrial action. Rather, the thesis sets out to explore what conflict “says” – 

because conflict speaks, it tells tales, in more than one sense. 

 

More specifically, the thesis is concerned with the way labor conflict makes visible 

certain images (or “forms,” as I will later explain) of work in a specific profession, 

nursing. Interviews with registered nurses at a hospital ward where a collective 

resignation recently occurred is the primary material used to explore such images or 

forms. The four articles that comprise the thesis explore the way such images are 

mobilized in labor conflict; how their mobilization is necessarily contradictory and 

imposes constraints on workers who take collective action; what conflict says of the 

nature of these images (or forms); and lastly, what conflict in a specific profession 

might say about wider trends in labor conflict in countries of advanced capitalism. 

In this sense, the thesis follows an encompassing, or better, totalizing, impulse and 

attempts to analyze the interrelations of labor conflict and subjectivity from several 

vantage points. However, taking another look at the thesis, there is also a singular 

theme running through the articles and the cover essay. 

 

To write a thesis on any facet of subjectivity at work means to engage two usually 

entangled bodies of literature: one dealing with transformation in different fields of 

labor, the other with theories of work and subjectivity. My impression regarding the 

first body of literature is that what is lacking is an account of how new modes of 

work, the subsumptions of labor related to “new public management” (NPM) (see 

section 3.3), are changing the nature of an old image of nursing. Implicitly, this 

speaks to the other body of literature. That is, by exploring how neoliberal modes of 

power change work and images of work in nursing, the thesis enters into wider 

debates in critical social theory: while some scholars contend that neoliberalism is 

best seen in light of a passage from disciplinary to control societies and others view 

it as a testament to the enduring importance of subjectivation, as in the inculcation 

of identifications, taking a dialectical position, I argue that neoliberalism deploys 

real—practically true—abstractions, or “forms” in the Marxian sense. 
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1.1. Dialectics and terminology 

This is a study of conflict: workplace conflict, to be sure, but conflict that exceeds the 

dimension of class (worker vs. manager) and covers a multiplicity of relations. It is 

about ambivalences that spur elaborate arguments; principled, strong-minded 

opinions clashing over the raison d’être of professional work; a flowing together of 

resentment and pride. Contradictions. The present study concerns itself with labor 

conflict in nursing under neoliberalism. Labor conflict is one of the overt forms of 

contradiction in society, but in dialectical philosophy contradiction is everywhere, 

an epistemo-ontological principle that literally moves the world. In a world of non-

contradictory, self-identical things, there is no movement, only stasis: a world that 

exists only in the abstract models of positivism. It is their becoming, encompassing 

both change and movement, which makes things, or better, relations, multifarious 

in character (de Beauvoir 1953: 22–3, 53; cf. Scholz 2014). 

 

This is an example of contradiction: in a particular discourse on nursing the title of 

this thesis is an oxymoron; taking collective action while perpetuating the value of 

care is considered impossible. In the history of nursing, claims thus recur that it is 

unbefitting, scandalous even, for respectable women to take part in labor conflict (cf. 

Bessant 1992; Kealey 2008). Is care and labor conflict a contradiction in terms? Well, 

only if certain meanings are given to these words. “Labor conflict” has many 

siblings: industrial action or strife, work stoppage, labor militancy, class struggle, 

and so forth. Surely, words like “militancy” and “strike” are part of a masculine, 

militarist language that has coded the field of paid work for some time (Estes 2000; 

Scates 1997). As such, labor conflict would indeed seem an exclusively masculine 

practice. The ideas of labor conflict as masculine and nurse labor conflict as outrage 

form a logical congruency, each being the other’s condition of existence. 

 

However, nurses and other public sector workers who take collective action have 

often performed an inversion of this logic (Briskin 2013), positing militant action as 

a caring practice. Along with the migration of labor conflict from manufacturing to 

the tertiary sector (Bordogna and Cella 2002), protecting the services and ethos of 

the welfare professions against “austerity” has become recurrent themes in worker 

protests (Ancelovici 2011). Nursing, with its strong ethics of care and its culture of 

professionalism, is exemplary here. In collective action nurses appropriate, subvert, 

some of the core values of the profession to resignify collective action as a form of 

advocacy, protest as an act of care, and contentment as selfishness—thus turning 

oxymoron into tautology: to revolt is to care. This is an example of contradiction, of 

how a struggle proceeds through incessant inversion. However, inversion does not 
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imply that things stay the same in a mere back-and-forth movement between polar 

opposites (cf. Marx 2010a: 87-8). When nurses mobilize the values of their profession 

in collective action, neither values nor labor conflict stay the same (Briskin 2007a). 

 

Given this background, it is clear that labor conflicts are instances of social change, 

albeit undetermined as to the directions and dimensions of this change. How does 

labor conflict change gender relations? And is it possible to appropriate an existing 

discourse—one that may equally serve as a means for control—to resist authority? 

On the other hand, clearly, labor conflict arises in a certain configuration of power. 

As such, analysis of labor conflict might illuminate the nature of this configuration. 

What does labor conflict in nursing say about current neoliberal forms of power? 

 

So, the present thesis concerns itself with “change,” as just set out. However, might 

even this word, a watchword of dialectics, be imbued with scientific or positivist 

meaning, a meaning that stems from the dichotomy stasis–change? In fact, the very 

idea of objects remaining the same as they move through time and space cannot be 

thought before this macabre abstraction is enacted in commodity exchange and “the 

exchange of women” (Sohn-Rethel 1978; Irigaray 1985). This will be a major theme 

in chapter seven, that is, an exploration of the intersections between Marxist and 

feminist theories of embodiment and abstraction. For now, let me just stress that 

change should not be counterposed to stasis. Rather, change includes reproduction. 

So, to study how labor conflict changes gender relations does not mean to presume 

that labor conflict will necessarily upset established, patriarchal gender practices: 

change must include both “to reproduce” (although always in a new guise) and “to 

supersede” (where defining traits are altered and something new emerges). 

 

As I am already trying to handle definitions, it may be noted that this thesis deals 

with matters indicated by the terms “practices” and “power.” Gender relations are 

repeated practices; and given what was just said about change, “repetition” cannot 

be a repetition of the same (Deleuze 1994: 285–7). Practices include tacit enactments 

and explicit statements—I will refer to the second as discourses and, to designate 

something less inclusive, as scripts. The two are not mutually exclusive: discourses 

and scripts are often tacitly enacted (Butler 1988: 522). Further, without subscribing 

to a full-blown Foucauldian notion, power circulates within relations and pervades 

practices, and does so without being a possession of any agent. “Normalization” is 

power that works on subjectivity—and the thesis is part of a wider effort to explore 

normalization processes in neoliberalism (Fahlgren et al. 2011; Fahlgren et al. 2016; 

on “neoliberalism,” see chapter two). Last, the challenge to power considered here, 

which has recently become a regular form of public sector protest in Sweden, is the 

threat to resign en masse, what I refer to as “collective resignation.” 
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1.2. Problems and questions 

Above, in the opening lines of the essay, I touched on discussions in critical social 

theory on changes in the workings of power in neoliberalism. Indeed, there is no 

consensus here. One problem is thus how nurses’ collective resignations manifest 

important changes in the workings of power and normalization. Methodologically, 

I therefore assume that labor conflict can reveal key aspects of present-day modes of 

normalization in the field of nursing. Because normalization crucially relies on 

compliance and repetition, as a violation of injunctions to comply and repeat, labor 

conflict plausibly illuminates normalization. However, a de facto refusal to repeat can 

also sustain gendered scripts and other aspects of present-day configurations of 

power. As I will discuss later, there are hitches to appropriation—for example, there 

may be a tradeoff, or inverse relationship, between certain ways of carrying out 

mobilization against neoliberal restructuring and challenging gendered scripts. 

Against this backdrop, it seems worthwhile to imagine a nexus of interconnections 

where labor conflict relates to gendered scripts and to new modalities of power over labor 

in ways that are unknown and have a constitutive effect on the nature of the three 

terms (i.e., they are dialectically, or internally, related). 

 

The study departs from the above problems. It has a dual aim and some attendant 

questions. The overarching aim is to explore (1) gender normalization in neoliberal 

times, and (2) the problem of appropriation as a key component of resistance and 

conflict, through analysis of labor conflict in nursing. Now, the individual articles, 

which comprise the corpus of this thesis, are oriented toward particular questions 

revolving around the specific, more restricted, aim of analyzing how nurse labor 

conflict changes gender relations and relates to neoliberal modes of labor control, 

meaning that it is the task of the cover essay to raise the specific concerns orienting 

the individual articles to the level of the overarching aim. 

 

The following questions orient the individual articles: 

 

 How does mobilization in contemporary nurse labor conflict appropriate 

the gendered construction of nursing? (Article I) 

 What are the contradictory implications of this particular appropriation for 

gender relations? (Article II) 

 How does present-day labor conflict in nursing relate to neoliberal modes 

of control? (Article III) 

 What can labor conflict in nursing say about labor conflict generally under 

neoliberalism? (Article IV) 
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While the responses to these questions correspond to the specific aim of analyzing 

how nurse labor conflict changes gender relations and relates to neoliberal modes of 

control, the overarching aim demands a reversal of analytical priorities: instead of 

asking how normalization and appropriation enter into labor conflict in nursing, it 

requires consideration of how analysis of labor conflict contributes to the under-

standing of normalization and appropriation. For this reason, the overarching aim to 

explore gender normalization in neoliberalism and the dilemma of appropriation as 

an important component of collective mobilization and action, through analysis of 

contemporary forms of labor conflict in nursing, calls for a consideration of the more 

general question:  

 

 How can normalization and appropriation be understood in light of this 

study of labor conflict in nursing? 

 

And, to repeat, it is precisely the purpose of the cover essay to answer that general 

question. This means that a response demands consideration of the philosophical 

import of the dual theme of normalization/appropriation. The next section explains 

how different parts of the cover essay help provide a response. 

 

 

1.3. The chapters 

The subsequent chapter gives an empirical background to labor conflict in nursing. 

It contributes to the overall argument by homing in on some theoretically relevant 

phenomena. Chapter three provides a discussion of extant research, engages these 

bodies of research theoretically and highlights a certain lacuna. Chapter four serves 

to introduce themes discussed at length in chapter seven against the backdrop of the 

analyses contained in the individual articles (that are presented in chapter six). 

Chapter five gives the methodological basis for analyzing normalization through 

labor conflict. Chapter six outlines how articles I–IV answer the four questions (the 

specific questions set out on the previous page). In so doing, the chapter broaches 

some theoretical arguments that are expounded in the seventh chapter. Chapter 

seven is a meditation on normalization and appropriation, as these are treated in 

some feminist and Marxist work, against the background of the results presented in 

chapter six. Whereas the sixth chapter answers the four specific questions, the 

seventh takes the discussion to a more general level, thereby setting the stage in the 

eighth and concluding chapter for a response to the question corresponding to the 

study’s overarching aim. 
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2. NEOLIBERALISM AND LABOR CONFLICT 

 

 

In this chapter I introduce the themes of neoliberalism, labor conflict, public sector 

restructuring (with special reference to healthcare and nursing), and the Swedish 

phenomenon of collective resignation. 

 

 

2.1. Neoliberalism: negation of ’68 

The general context of the present study is the restructuring of the Swedish welfare 

state, which took off properly in the early nineties (Larsson et al. 2012), even while 

the transformative process was already underway in the eighties. Before getting to 

healthcare and nursing, I want to discuss the phenomenon of neoliberalism, which 

is commonly associated with this transformation. 

 

With the decline in worker-led labor conflict in the eighties, thus ending the period 

of industrial strife that began around 1968 (cf. Crouch and Pizzorno 1978; van der 

Velden et al. 2007), advanced capitalism embarked on a trajectory that is popularly 

known as neoliberalism, involving increased marketization of social relations and 

withdrawal of mechanisms of market regulation (Harvey 2005; MacGregor 2005). 

Neoliberalism also signals a governmentality (Foucault 1991: 87–105; Lemke 2002). 

Fusing “government” and “mentality,” the term indicates a co-emergence of power 

and knowledge—processes whereby individuals become subjects, subjectivation; 

thus, neoliberalism can be described as making allegedly autonomous individuals 

responsible vis-à-vis social facts (Fahlgren 2011).1 

 

While a common view of neoliberalism construes it as an intellectual and political 

movement (Davies 2014), this study takes aim at specific transformations involving 

commodification of public service, charted in the three first sections of this chapter. 

As such, it is hard to locate neoliberalism in time and space; its genealogy involves 

the displacement and reconfiguration of technologies of power that subordinate, 

and “resubsume,” wage labor. On the other hand, in a related but different sense, I 

also use the term neoliberalism to denote a delimited “era.” This usage only makes 

sense if the reference is clear, if the entity in relation to which the era is delimited is 

specified: that reference is labor conflict. In this sense, neoliberalism is a negation of 

1968: capital’s deferment of systemic crises, achieved around the early eighties and 

sustained since (however, cf. Colatrella 2011). 

                                                           
1 Subjectivation plays on the polysemous word subject, as in free subjects and subjection (Butler 1997: 32). 



7 

 

Neoliberalism is not a coherent tendency or social order; it posits its foundational 

contradictions, such as its reliance on states, welfare states even, to enforce market 

conditions (Foucault 2008: 171–9). Relatedly, neoliberalism can also be thought of as 

a surge in what Roberto Finelli (1992) has called “emptying out of the concrete”: 

capital’s erosion of idiosyncrasy. Thus, as the state facilitates capital’s need for new 

avenues of accumulation, its postwar ethos of tending to social need is decentered 

and glaringly contrasts with belligerent imperatives of utility and cost-efficiency. 

Some scholars of social conflict revisit Craig Calhoun’s (1983; cf. Ancelovici 2011) 

“reactionary radicals” and his assertion that the true radicals of nineteenth century 

anti-capitalism were artisans threatened by extinction by incipient industry, that is, 

not the proletariat. Like the artisan, the public professional clinging to a welfarist 

ethos is out of sync, not just in terms of expected and actual remuneration of public 

service, but with changes in the very justification of the welfare state. 

 

 

2.2. NPM: the real subsumption of public labor 

In the early nineties Swedish health services, like other welfare state institutions, 

were exposed to political restructuring efforts along NPM lines. Reforms included 

financial reorganization through subcontracting and purchaser–provider systems, 

purchasing arrangements that combined with heavy financial pressure to motivate 

an intense drive for cost-reduction and productivity enhancement (cf. Larsson et al. 

2012; Martinussen and Magnussen 2009). Thus, besides downright privatization, an 

intraorganizational commodification of the public sector took place along with a 

related drive to quantify and make transparent the operations and outlays of the 

multiplying subunits of welfare institutions, including healthcare (Blomgren 2007). 

These transformations were certainly not unique to the Swedish state; compared to 

advanced capitalism in general, neoliberal reforms were introduced at a rather late 

stage (Harvey 2005: 89–90). It was only a severe economic crisis in the nineties that 

brought pronounced change. Furthermore, NPM is a public sector incorporation of 

principles that inhere in private sector organizational regimes, variously branded 

flexible accumulation, Toyotism, lean production, and so forth. (Dohse et al. 1985; 

cf. Hood 1991: 7), and it is instructive to consider these origins. 

 

The background to this transformation of private sector production was the crises of 

profitability, which manifested themselves during the seventies (in connection with 

the OPEC oil crises) and were acute expressions of a long-term decline in the rate of 

profit, starting in the early Post-war decades (Kliman 2012). In key segments of 

advanced capitalism, such as the car industry, computer-coordinated production 

with just-in-time delivery systems was implemented along with “flexible” or short-
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term employment contracts. Coterminous with this was a management-controlled 

extension of worker autonomy and decentralization of management prerogatives to 

subunits in what emerged as internal company markets, or “commodity chains” 

spanning multiple companies (in a huge literature, see e.g., Amin 1994; Lane 1996; 

Lipietz 1992). Increased autonomy went along with stepped-up efforts by manage-

ment to win the hearts and minds of the workforce, efforts modeled on the Toyotist 

corporate family. On the other side of this normalizing power, wielded in efforts to 

enforce worker loyalty, were a marked slowdown in the rate of accumulation and a 

concomitant growth of unemployment, which severely diminished the powers of 

organized labor (Wallerstein and Western 2000; cf. Korpi 2002). Precarity curbed 

militancy in manufacturing, and rising rates of surplus value helped bring about a 

recovery in profit rates in the early eighties (Maito 2014). 

 

This instantiation of autonomy has to be taken with a pinch of salt. Such moves to 

empower workers (through self-managed teams or rotation schemes, for instance) 

were combined with steps to reduce workers’ control, and capital’s vulnerability to 

disruption, by reorganizing production to homogenize and deskill industrial work 

(Silver 2003: 14–5). Technological innovation also served to limit workers’ control, 

such as containerization in the case of longshoremen (Mello 2010). In other words, 

post-Fordist ancestors of NPM empowered workers in a rather trivial sense, while 

at the same time, they enforced labor’s “real subsumption” to capital, which results 

from automatizing production and eliminating instances of worker discretion that 

thwart capital’s control over the labor process (cf. sections 2.3, 3.2, and 7.1). Against 

this backdrop one can read collective action by public workers in light of debates on 

the clash between NPM and professional autonomy (Bezes et al. 2012). 

 

It is important to consider these historical forerunners to NPM to be able to discern 

its connection to the general reassertion of management power following the labor 

revolt of the seventies (Brenner et al. 2010). In contrast to manufacturing, however, 

things have turned out differently in welfare services. Public sector labor conflict in 

its current form in Sweden only properly emerged along with NPM and related 

“austerity” drives during the nineties (Thörnqvist 2007): the increased frequency of 

large-scale public sector strikes, particularly in healthcare, transportation, and the 

municipal sector, indicates that neoliberalism has not produced “labor quiescence” 

(Shalev 1992) in public service. Unlike in manufacturing, where managerial reform 

has coincided with a marked fall in strikes during the last thirty years, the record is 

less clear in services (cf. Bordogna and Cella 2002), especially taking recent public 

sector general strikes into account (Gall 2013). 
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2.3. Neoliberalism, healthcare, and nursing 

The clash between professional autonomy and the new managerial reforms can be 

gauged from the experience of Swedish nurses since the nineties, especially as it is 

refracted in how their union, Vårdförbundet, reacted to reforms. The formation of 

professions—through the creation of an academic field, occupational associations, 

professional ethics, and so on—is often seen as a finished datum: thus, professions 

complement each other and are clearly delineated. Conversely, professions can be 

seen as emergent entities whose boundaries are never quite fixed (Blomgren 2003). 

In nursing and medicine NPM meant opportunities for realignment; control over 

healthcare work and organization was one of the stakes. 

 

Vårdförbundet’s response to NPM reform was rather ambivalent, and according to 

Maria Blomgren (2003), reflected tensions between the nursing identities of “expert 

in caring” and “administrative leader.” Reform seemed to promise decentralization 

of financial responsibility to the ward; in other words, to the head nurse level. The 

integration of nurses into lower-level management and individualized bargaining, 

moreover, seemed to enable nurses to improve their lot, albeit individually. From 

the point of view of nurse administrators, cost-consciousness and increased patient 

turnover rates implied more organization and control. However, from the point of 

view of practicing nurses this seemed to cause stress and jeopardize quality of care. 

In particular, drives to cut costs threatened practicing nurses’ discretion and hence 

their very status as (autonomous) experts in caring (cf. Rankin and Campbell 2009). 

It thus came about that Vårdförbundet in a relatively short span of time switched 

from a supportive to a critical stance toward reform. 

 

This turn by union organizations like Vårdförbundet and Kommunal (the Swedish 

Municipal Workers’ Union) is explicable, given the negative effect that neoliberal 

reform has had on the working conditions of most large categories of welfare state 

employees. The nineties saw declining public sector relative wages, speed-up, and 

increased work-related stress (Palme et al. 2003). According to the Swedish Work 

Environment Authority (SWEA 2012), registered nurses report more work-related 

illnesses and injuries than do most workers, with assistant nurses reporting more 

illnesses and injuries than any other group on the labor market. Furthermore, case 

studies on registered nursing in contexts of healthcare restructuring indicate that 

increased workloads and speed-up with little or no compensation in payment have 

led to feelings of being exploited by employers (Hertting et al. 2004)—although as 

Selberg (2012: 237) shows, managers are sometimes able to mute such sentiments by 

mobilizing gendered representations of the profession and related imperatives to go 

the extra mile for the sake of patients. 
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While employment in healthcare was hit by the crises in 1993 and 2008 and by the 

political climate of “austerity” (cf. County Councils 2002; SALAR 2011), the work-

force professionalized as assistant nurses and medical secretaries bore the brunt of 

layoffs (Selberg 2012: 115–9). Registered nurses thus continue to be in high demand 

while experiencing speed-up and stress (SWEA 2014: 429–32; cf. Selberg 2013). To 

speed-up is added another factor, pivoting on commodification, which augments 

the said clash between NPM and professional autonomy. This can be described as 

“real subsumption” (Marx 1976: 948ff.) in that worker know-how is incorporated, 

not into means of production in a traditional sense, but into “big data” sets, a kind 

of objectified knowledge, applied in clinical protocols for instance. This encroaches 

on autonomy: “when the full weight of institutional authority is accorded to health 

information and to the objectified decision-making it supports, nurses’ professional 

knowledge and judgment are routinely overridden and subordinated” (Rankin and 

Campbell 2009; cf. Mykhalovskiy 2001). Support for this view is found in research 

on the “industrialization of nursing” in Sweden (Strömberg 2004: 131–7). Indeed, 

rounds of labor subsumption have been at the source of epochal struggles between 

labor and capital (Montgomery 1979), and it is possible to view specific aspects of 

neoliberalism in light of such subsumptions (Mathew 2014). 

 

 

2.4.  Labor conflict in Sweden 

The intention of this last part of the chapter is, before discussing the interrelations of 

labor conflict with gendered representations of work in the next, to describe the 

general context of labor conflict in Sweden and the specific context of labor conflict 

in nursing. The latter emerges in a certain institutional framework and in a certain 

configuration of power. 

 

Table 1 below charts the annual number of strikes in Sweden from 1965 to 2013 (cf. 

SNMO 2015). It clearly indicates that the overall pattern of strikes matches widely 

observed international trends (van der Velden et al. 2007). That is, an era of relative 

calm in the early postwar decades ended as the sixties turned into the seventies. The 

new phase began as workers went on strike independent of their unions, in violation 

of collective agreements and the law regulating collective bargaining: this was the 

era of the “wildcat” strike, and of course this has been subject to extensive studies 

by Swedish labor scholars (Korpi 1978, 1981, 1983; Thörnqvist 1994). In an attempt 

to understand the phenomenon of collective resignations by nurses, the institutional 

circumstances refracted by Table 1 are key. However before inspecting the latter, it 

is instructive to consider how the era of the wildcat was superseded by a return to 

quiet labor markets, coterminous with the rise of neoliberal policies. 
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   Table 1: Legal and illegal strikes in Sweden 1965–2013 

 
 

 

Table 2 below illustrates that an important dynamic in the passage from a period of 

labor militancy to one of quiescence was the return of unemployment on a massive 

scale (Korpi 2002; Thörnqvist 2000; cf. SCB 2015 and ILO 2015). More specifically, it 

indicates that increased employment insecurity, and a severe decline or even near 

extinction of industries with strike-prone employees (such as shipbuilding, textile 

production, and forestry), was a powerful force in bringing peace to Swedish labor 

markets; the balance of power shifted as jobs became scarce and jobbers abundant 

in the nineties. Politically, the corollary of this was a rejection of full employment 

policies and the alignment of social democracy with the neoliberal reform agenda in 

a somewhat belated reflection of international trends (Harvey 2005: 112–5). 

 

 

   Table 2: Unemployment and strikes in Sweden 1972–2012 
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These brief remarks only provide a very general picture, which of course neglects a 

number of significant dynamics. But what this picture does is point to two factors 

that have shaped the pattern of strikes in Sweden: the institutional context, and the 

power balance between workers and employers as it is determined by fluctuations 

in the demand for labor power. Before making some observations on the incidence 

of collective resignation by nurses, I will consider these two factors in turn. 

 

At the start of the present section I said that trends in strikes in Sweden correspond 

to the international postwar trends in advanced capitalism. This is true, but only in 

a quantitative sense. While trends in the incidence of strikes are roughly in line with 

overall tendencies in advanced capitalism—though Swedish strikes hover around a 

rather low level during the postwar era relative to the international mean (Korpi 

1983)—the form of strikes is anomalous; the share of wildcats in the total number of 

strikes is relatively high, or at least it was in the seventies and eighties. This feature 

can only be understood in relation to the institutional system of industrial relations 

in Sweden (cf. Korpi 1981)—and so must collective resignations in nursing. 

 

The conditions of the institutional system that contributed to the high incidence of 

wildcats are the ban on local strikes in the law regulating collective bargaining and 

in the codetermination law, and the centralization of the right to decide on whether 

to enter into new collective agreements or take collective action. The illegalization of 

the locally initiated strike proceeded gradually, beginning with the interwar law on 

collective bargaining. The spread of collective agreements and the proliferation of 

additional legal barriers reduced the space workers had to rightfully strike. On the 

other hand, the centralization of union decision-making ensued in a situation in the 

beginning of the twentieth century when local workplaces coincided with the union 

level responsible for conducting strikes (meaning that mass meetings would often 

decide on them) to a progressive removal of any rank and file influence. For instance, 

referenda on whether to enter into new contracts, whether to call strikes or to 

discontinue or extend strikes, and so on, were no longer held in most unions during 

the eighties; these decisions were now in the hands of union leadership (cf. Korpi 

1978; Thörnqvist 1994). 

 

This left the aggrieved worker with little else to do but to wildcat. Now, a similar 

“negativity”—or, a similar lack of options—moves nurses to collectively resign; the 

collective resignation emerges because of the very same institutional constraints, 

that unions become irrelevant to disgruntled groups of workers in local workplace 

settings. Moreover, collective resignation is preferred over the wildcat because of 

the potentially fatal consequences of work stoppages in the health services (articles 
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I and II deal with this); the threat to resign gives employers respite and shifts the 

responsibility for disruption. Like calling a strike locally, coordinating members to 

deplete workplaces with substandard conditions is not a legal alternative available 

to unions (Bengtsson 2006). On the other hand, unions are legally obliged to order 

workers to resume work in case of wildcats, and this is not the case in collective 

resignations. There is at present no legal way of punishing workers who take the 

latter form of collective action, and this explains why conflicts do not arise between 

the rank and file and unions during collective resignations, as happened regularly 

when workers wildcatted in the seventies (Järhult 1982). Probably, this is also due to 

a deliberate strategy on Vårdförbundet’s part; mostly, the union stays neutral and 

avoids being perceived as siding with employers. 

 

Considering the second dynamic that has historically shaped strikes in Sweden, the 

balance of power between workers and employers as it is shaped by fluctuations in 

the demand for labor power, the shortage of nurses should be noted right away. In 

Sweden (Dufwa 2004; Rudman et al. 2014) and internationally (Oulton 2006), a lack 

of nurses arose in the last two decades when relative wages declined and working 

conditions in nursing deteriorated. Further, a drain on registered nurses in Sweden 

is caused by the nursing shortage in neighboring Norway (van Riemsdijk 2010), an 

affluent country where public sector wages and conditions are usually superior to 

those in Sweden. And, as was observed in section 2.3, redundancies in the nineties 

mainly affected assistant nurses and orderlies; registered nurses were in fact taken 

on to an increased extent. All in all, the balance of power has thereby tilted toward 

registered nurses during the last quarter century. 

 

In an even larger contextual frame that pertains to this balance of power, preceding 

decades have seen the migration of labor conflict from manufacturing to tertiary 

activities (Bordogna and Cella 2002). This shift has been associated with relatively 

favorable labor markets for workers in public services, transportation, and commu-

nication, and private services, compared to manufacturing. Because of high levels of 

gender segregation, and the public sector’s increasing share of conflict, “tertiari-

zation” often means feminization (Briskin 2007b), that is, the most common striker 

is now a woman public worker in many countries; and specially trained registered 

nurses are one group, in this collectivity of tertiary workers, whose labor market 

situation is especially favorable. Further, much like workers in communication and 

transportation whose strikes can inflict heavy financial damage, commodification of 

the health service affords some nurses such “structural power” (Silver 2003: 13). In 

other words, a key difference between public workers and workers employed by 

private companies has been that the former do not make commodities, but in some 

public occupations this is no longer true. 
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This does not mean that strikes by women workers were extraordinary in the past. 

During the strike waves of the seventies and eighties the country saw wildcats by 

cleaners and textile workers, for instance, groups made up virtually only of women 

(Hellblom et al. 1981; Johansson and Grahm 1975; Johansson and Hellmark 1981; 

Stockholms stödkommitté för de strejkande städerskorna 1975). Nurses and their 

collective resignations are not the first historical instance of independent rank and 

file action by women workers, but that history has been systematically neglected by 

the labor movement—and by academia (Schmitz 2007: 57–8). 

 

Is it possible to assess the scope of collective resignation? Resignations by groups of 

workers to pressure employers are not a statistically surveyed form of conflict in 

Sweden. However, official data on work stoppages is based on newspaper reports 

(Thörnqvist 1994) and it is possible to copy this method. The most feasible strategy 

is to use digitalized newspaper archives. In a search on ‘mass resignation’ (mass-

uppsägning), the apparently preferred phrase in newspaper reports, I found 29 such 

episodes in the years 1982-2015, half of which were conducted by registered nurses 

and three fourths of which were conducted by health or elder care workers. When 

adding ‘nurses’ as well as ‘protest’ and ‘revolt’ the search gave some 150 cases of 

collective action by different groups of nurses, including 70 collective resignations. 

Among the latter, some 70 percent (n 50) were conducted at workplaces in which 

nurses usually require specialist education. From this I conclude that the collective 

resignation is mainly a nursing phenomenon in Sweden, and that it is particularly 

the nurses in short supply and in strong bargaining positions who apply this tactic. 

Further, while there have been a couple of attempts to coordinate groups of nurses 

across workplaces and across health and elder care, this is a rare occurrence; most 

collective resignations take place at the workplace level. 

 

Moreover, the 70 episodes of collective resignation in 1982-2015 add up to slightly 

more than 2 episodes per year. Is this phenomenon marginal? Well, there are some 

indications that it has recently grown in significance: in the five most recent years 

there were 31 collective resignations. Taking the period 1999-2015 into account, the 

56 collective resignations may be compared to wildcats in the entire labor market: 

33 illegal strikes occurred in the same years (99 were legal). Furthermore, collective 

resignations cluster in years when contracts are renegotiated (cf. Thörnqvist 1994). 

For instance, in connection with the 1998 bargaining round there were 11 episodes. 

It thus seems that nowadays registered and, in particular, specially-trained nurses 

regularly resort to this kind of collective action. (See Appendix). 
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3. IMAGES OF GENDERED LABOR 

 

 

First, I track some of the historical background to representations of nursing. Then I 

turn to a wider debate on ideal workers and management cultivation of consent; the 

concepts of “plasticity” and “real abstraction” are thus broached. 

 

 

3.1. Origins of the virtue script 

What is today called “nursing” makes its first appearance as an ambition to create a 

profession. In an emergent healthcare field, it was a priority of organized nursing in 

Sweden to differentiate itself from the healthcare attendants who used to do the job 

of caring for patients (Emanuelsson 1990). Rather than serving doctors, nursing was 

to be a profession of its own, with special responsibilities and knowledge. But a 

female profession was a radical notion: to obtain legitimacy, nursing’s architects 

negotiated terrains of gender and respectability. 

 

To work outside the home and thereby take on a position in the public sphere was 

only practicable in limited ways for respectable bourgeois women. Apart from the 

avenues of religion (entering a convent), philanthropy, or servicing affluent house-

holds, women working outside the home was mainly a lower-class phenomenon. 

Furthermore, given the image of the Victorian woman’s frailty, her etheric beauty 

(cf. Johannisson 2005), tending to the diseased bodies of mostly male strangers and 

acquiring knowledge of anatomical processes was not considered ladylike. 

 

Relatedly, Suzanne Gordon and Sioban Nelson persuasively argue that to negotiate 

these constraints nurse reformers conformed to the subjectivity of religious nurses 

who formed the caregivers in many premodern hospital institutions prior to nurse 

professionalization. Stressing qualities like modesty, altruism, and charity, nursing 

was defined as a calling in which virtue was its own reward. The epitome of the 

nurse, like the nun, was thoroughly desexualized: “they modified veils and cornets 

into the nurse’s cap, and nuns’ habits into the drab, starched uniform of the Night-

ingale nurse” (Gordon and Nelson 2006: 16). The Christian concept of calling also 

facilitated professionalization of nursing in Sweden (Andersson 2002: 178–9), and 

the attributes of this virtuous nurse were reflected in the emerging institutions of 

nursing education (Erlöw and Pettersson 1992). Hence, an image was evoked that 

arguably continues to influence perceptions of nursing, albeit in secularized forms 

and different institutional and socioeconomic contexts. 
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While allowing nursing to become an acceptable public activity in the eyes of the 

respectable classes, and to be regarded as a profession distinct from medicine, this 

success came at a cost (Bessant 1992; Gordon and Nelson 2006). By mobilizing the 

Victorian view that women held specifically feminine nurturing capacities, adding 

that these ought to be harvested by hospital institutions, nurse reformers helped to 

create a “virtue script” that idealized care, sharply demarcating it from the profane 

material reality of healthcare through a rigid mind–body dualism: care as in giving 

comfort and kindness, as against knowledge and skill, with a resulting notion that 

nurses care while doctors cure. This dichotomy influenced how nursing responded 

to burgeoning labor movements in the early twentieth century. 

 

In Sweden, the sharp division between registered nurses and unregistered nurses, 

or nurses’ aides, crystallized in the years following World War I. Today they are 

respectively organized by white- and blue-collar unions and union confederations; 

but organized nursing was not initially a union movement. SSF (Svensk Sjuksköt-

erskeförening) founded in 1910 by educated nurses (i.e., relative to nurses with less 

training, forming a self-proclaimed union of nurses’ aides in 1919), eschewed trade 

unionism and abstained from mobilizing against wage cuts or for implementing an 

eight-hour workday. Organized nursing did not wish to be associated with such 

working-class activism; ideas of respectability, ambitions to establish nursing as a 

profession, and the commitment to a patriarchal system of hospital organization 

(where educated nurses decided aides’ positions and working hours) precluded it 

(Bohm 1961: 128–9; Emanuelsson 1990).  

 

SSF declared itself a union in the thirties, and even though parliament gave public 

workers the right to strike in 1965, nurses did not actually do so until the year 1986. 

However, this does not mean SSF was still wedded to self-images that excluded all 

forms of labor militancy. Despite being prohibited to strike, it actively pursued the 

interests of its membership in the early postwar years. In 1951 it organized one of 

the country’s first collective resignations, causing great political turbulence. Facing 

the threat of mass resignation, the government moved to illegalize SSF’s strategy. 

However, SSF did meet with some success: the government withdrew its proposal, 

and nurses gained significant wage increases in an economy plagued by inflation 

(Bohm 1961: 329–52). This reflected the fact that it gradually became impossible for 

the organization to uphold traditional views on unionism and the calling, although 

SSF continued to negotiate concepts of nursing that embraced self-sacrifice, duty, 

and the joy of doing good (Andersson 2002: 194–9). 

 

In any event, the initial, adverse take on unionism and strike action echoed a view 

of the nurse promoted by the pioneers of the profession, a nurse that, according to 
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Judith Bessant, was the epitome of a Victorian woman: “dedicated, self-sacrificing, 

honest, trustworthy, totally committed to her work, who was always cheerful and 

uncomplaining at the same time that she was efficient, dutiful and demure” (1992: 

157). This image of the female professional nurse clashed with the working class 

subjectivity articulated in strikes, “the very antithesis of professional standards and 

conduct” (Kealey 2008: 7). Even as organized nursing embraced unionism, features 

of the image endured. It might not be surprising then, that the literature on labor 

conflict in nursing testifies to a durable perception of a clash between striking and 

the values of care (Brown et al. 2006: 201). 

 

The remarkable endurance of this image, noted by Gordon and Nelson (2006) in an 

analysis of campaigns to attract people to the profession, is confirmed by Swedish 

studies of nursing education (Björkström 2005) and the work setting (Selberg 2012). 

The notion among registered nurses of a specific female sphere of competence and 

skill in healthcare has been analyzed by Swedish sociologist Gerd Lindgren (1992: 

81–2). While Lindgren studied a “preneoliberal” healthcare system, in that compre-

hensive cutbacks and restructuring only took place with the economic crisis of the 

nineties, Rebecca Selberg (2012: 205–39) has recently shown that nurse resistance to 

new forms of exploitation is hampered by notions of care as a female vocation. 

 

I have set out from these very general remarks on the complex interconnections of 

traditional nurse subjectivities and labor conflict in order to introduce the theme of 

how subjectivities at work relate to the possibility of collective action. The relation-

ship is by no means straightforward, and I will return to it again and again. Let me 

note here that the trope of the caring subject just outlined contains a wide range of 

dialects and is by no means exhausted by the perceived contradiction between the 

lofty ideal of caring and “base” interests concerning working conditions, which are 

the major aims of unionism and strike action. As Bessant (1992) previously noted, 

this image has also crucially relied on mobilizing the supposedly intrinsic value of 

toiling away with a smile on one’s face, what is nowadays commonly referred to as 

positive thinking, a pervasive ideological imperative associated with neoliberalism 

(Ehrenreich 2009). Further, the image can also adapt to neoliberal self-appreciative, 

or self-investing, attitudes (Feher 2009); Ariel Ducey (2007) has thus shown how an 

image of nursing as “more than a job”—an opportunity to “develop,” personally 

and professionally—links up with an expanding industry for nursing education. 

 

 

3.2. The virtue script today 

Paula Mulinari (2007) and Selberg (2012) provide two recent accounts of the role of 

different conceptions of femininity in structuring waged work. Nursing, according 
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to Selberg, ties to a normative femininity that mobilizes the attributes of mothering, 

respectability, and the ethos of the welfare state. This configuration of nursing 

promotes consent: nurse resistance to new forms of exploitation related to NPM is 

hampered by stereotypes of care and nursing work as intrinsically female callings. 

This is an example of how a secular version of the virtue script still operates—and it 

is negatively related to the private service sector. Inversely, Mulinari thus shows how 

private services in a Swedish city are organized by dominant representations of 

gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and age. Specifically, Mulinari cites a “dichotomy of 

‘non-authentic’ emotional labor in private service work and ‘authentic’ care work in 

public services, which tends to regulate different forms of femininity. Women in 

service jobs are localized in a sexualized femininity while women in public services 

are located in a care giving femininity” (2007: 133, author’s translation). Hence, the 

virtue script may still operate in the way a dichotomy of normative and sexualized 

femininity structures the labor market (cf. Selberg 2011).  

 

Further, Selberg (2013) has stated that an imperative to sustain a positive attitude to 

work—in the face of cutbacks, speed-up, stress, and burnout—is an influential 

ideological force in contemporary nursing. Selberg’s analysis seems to warrant an 

interpretation of neoliberalism as bringing into sharper relief a particular inflection 

the virtue script has always contained, that is, toiling away with a smile on one’s 

face (Bessant 1992). One way to put this into perspective is to see the virtue script as 

an instance of the wider idea of vocation. Vocation also has religious origins: it may 

be described as a generalized idea of calling whose instantiations include that of 

nursing as the respectable woman’s work. The “call from God” mutated from its 

narrowly religious overtone to one associated with paid work, although paid work 

not as an act of mere self-preservation but as a moral and emotional commitment to 

a set of practices that carry an intrinsic value, a value in themselves. In fact, this 

reorientation of vocation was already underway within Christianity. In its original 

meaning, the calling was a call away from productive activity to a life of devotion 

and contemplation. In contrast, with the Reformation, Luther had stipulated that a 

divine calling was to be pursued regardless of the kind of work that an individual 

was devoted to. This paved the way for a broad revaluation of work, which was now 

seen as the indispensable basis of dignity and personal fulfillment (Dawson 2005: 

223–6). It thus appears as if—against capital’s emptying out of the concrete—a 

secular version of vocation served as a counter, guarding individuality from an 

economic leveling of every difference (ibid: 225). 

 

In other words, the idea of waged work as vocation is a forerunner to the idea of a 

job that is somehow “more” than a job (Ducey 2007); an expression of individuality 

through practices that have a value over and above the individual’s “base” interest 

in pay or leisure, practices through which the individual, precisely because of this 
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elevated value, finds enjoyment. Analyzing eldercare workers’ self-descriptions, 

Andreas Fejes and Katherine Nicoll (2010: 363) claim that one reward of care work 

is “a sense of gratitude, enjoyment and a good feeling of having done something 

good… a positive emotional state that is a fulfilment of the self.” It is thus clear that 

the neoliberal attention to individuality and positive thinking is not irreconcilable 

with a concept of vocation: vocation, individuality, and enjoyment form a congru-

ency in an ideational line that stretches through a good part of the history of wage 

labor. Of course, this is not to say that a vocational subjectivity cannot exist in deli-

berate opposition to entrepreneurial or individualistic ones (e.g., Scott 2007); this is 

in fact precisely what we encounter in the politicization of caring in nurses’ strikes 

(Briskin 2013). What is clear is that vocations, including the virtue script, are plastic 

things (Malabou 2005: 8–9): they are capable of adaptation and resistance, they take 

and give form, and sometimes they occasion radical alterity (cf. section 3.4). 

 

Previous research thus indicates that these representations of, and subjectivities in, 

nursing can become crucial ingredients in normalization as well as resistance that 

operates by way of appropriation. Linda Briskin (2013) has developed the concept 

of “politicization of caring” to denote how nurses resignify striking as a caring act, 

as a form of patient advocacy. This resignification entails a transformation of the 

terms involved: striking is no longer seen as a particularistic act but as closely tied 

to a concept of the public interest; caring is no longer confined to the nurse–patient 

relationship, since it takes on a societal dimension as an alternative political logic; 

patient advocacy is removed from a dichotomy in which it is opposed to the “base” 

interests nurses have in fair conditions (the two are, in fact, equated). On the other 

hand, research also testifies to the effectiveness of the opposition between striking 

and caring (Brown et al. 2006: 206), to instances when employers mobilize the ethic 

of care in order to deter strikes. Thus, in normalization or resistance, elements of the 

virtue script are preserved, albeit deployed within different configurations. 

 

Thus, the virtue script, in one way or another, remains effective, since it is claimed 

(appropriated) by nurses and employers in labor conflict. Yet, like the literature on 

vocation, which attends to the metamorphoses of the modern occupational ethos, 

research on labor conflict in nursing does not focus on how the calling changes in 

conjunction with transformations in health services. Further, nursing scholars like 

Gordon and Nelson (2006: 22, 25) have argued that the media’s readiness to relay 

images of virtuous nurses, together with nurses’ socialization, teaching that their 

source of respect and justification lies in their altruistic activity and disposition, are 

prime factors in the reproduction of the virtue script. While this is probably true, 

what is still lacking is an account of how new modes of work, the real subsumption 

related to NPM, are changing the character of the virtue script. 
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In an exploration of the importance of the notion of calling to the formation of the 

nursing profession, Åsa Andersson (2002) argues that SSF was a primary carrier of 

the ideas and ideals associated with the virtue script. Andersson confirmed that the 

calling-stamped ethos played a key role in an overall strategy aimed at profession-

alization. On the other hand, already in the thirties, and increasingly with the radi-

calizations of the late sixties, ideas related to the calling came in for intraorganiza-

tional as well as external critique. Indeed, the idea of a calling appears to have lost 

its main source of institutional support as SSF underwent internal changes and its 

union functions were delegated to a separate organization. Reflecting on the idea’s 

endurance, however, Andersson (ibid: 211ff) noted a desire to resurrect some of its 

themes across institutional settings. Andersson (ibid: 212) spoke of a “renaissance” 

of the calling in the late eighties and related it to the rise of modern health services 

and the scientization of nursing. This has been an object of critical analysis in inter-

national research (cf. Davies 1995; Waerness 1984) focusing on the clash between 

technical and bureaucratic rationality and the rationality of care. Is the renaissance 

thus an expression of nostalgia, of mourning the ideals displaced and decentered by 

current health and care services? Andersson (2002: 216–7) asked if the comeback 

were related to contemporary imperatives to love one’s work, a hypothesis similar 

to the assumed connection, noted above, between today’s positive thinking and the 

virtue script. Furthermore, Anderson asked, and this is given empirical support by 

Selberg’s (2012) study, whether draconian cutbacks in the nineties necessitated a 

renaissance of the sacrificial attitudes of the calling (Andersson 2002: 218). 

 

Indeed, this would seem to be what Selberg has made clear. In a careful analysis of 

work at a local hospital ward, Selberg (2012, 2013) showed that the gendered impe-

rative to care and go the extra mile for patients, together with ideas that normalize 

rushed work (ideas like “running intelligently”) and the motif of positive thinking, 

push nurses to accommodate “austere” organizations. Yet, the question raised in 

section 2.3 remains unanswered: how do objectified knowledge and related work 

practices, the real subsumption of nursing, alter the virtue script? To get at this, it 

will be necessary to consider the problem in broader terms. 

 

 

3.3. Images of ideal workers 

Joan Acker (1990) advanced a concept of the ideal (or “abstract”) worker at an early 

stage, though she focused more on how organizations were biased against women 

than on processes through which workers are constituted as differently gendered 

subjects. The notion of ideal workers discussed here is inspired by recent analyses 

by Leslie Salzinger and Melissa Wright. 
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Salzinger’s Genders in Production (2003) differs from previous analyses of gender in 

manufacturing industries (e.g., Cavendish 1982; Westwood 1984) by placing great 

stress on the, contingent and local, social production of subjectivity: gender is thus 

explicitly studied as output rather than input; a result, not a precondition. Mexican 

export processing industries, argued Salzinger, does not just manufacture things—

it also creates people. Salzinger underscores how different worksites breed different 

forms of femininity and masculinity, mostly but not unproblematically according to 

local management visions of suitable worker behavior; work is structured by an icon 

or trope of cheap, nimble, and docile “productive femininity” (as opposed to 

presumably incompliant masculinity). On this trope export-processing industry is 

based. It is not a preexisting attribute of the Third World woman (an input); it is an 

image with tangible social effects that is actively promoted by management. Theo-

retically, Salzinger (ibid: 16–21, 176–7) builds on the concept of interpellation, or the 

process whereby an individual becomes a subject by recognizing her- or himself in 

another’s naming. This process entails hiring and allocation of differently gendered 

and racialized individuals to different positions in the division of labor. 

 

Wright’s Disposable Women and Other Myths of Global Capitalism (2006) studied the 

production of gender in export-processing industry across the global South. A key 

theme in this text is the ideal of disposability. Wright showed how the ways mana-

gers imagine the female assembly workforce correspond to a rapid labor turnover 

rate. A process of depreciation is thus imagined by managers, wherein the worker is 

slowly but surely turned into “a living state of worthlessness” (ibid: 2); a myth of 

disposability serves to legitimize material processes of wear and tear. Referencing 

traits associated with Third World women (unsuitable for skilled work and thus for 

retraining for less strenuous tasks), the myth facilitates a mode of production based 

on rapid labor turnover, which in turn consolidates the myth. Disposability also 

serves as a means to preempt dissent: in management’s view, labor’s gradual 

depreciation is expressed in the tendency to radicalism of experienced workers, so 

workers ought to be preemptively let go (ibid: 25–6). 

 

To compare these studies: Salzinger stressed local processes of organizing workers 

in accordance with management imagination, while Wright stressed the extra-local 

nature of images of the ideal worker in export processing. Salzinger did not deny 

this extra-localism but affirmed that “productive femininity provides a structure of 

expectations within which hiring and supervision occur in export-processing facto-

ries around the globe” (2003: 9), but her local analyses rendered the production of 

that structure a bottom-up process; Wright’s stress on totality suggests that this is 

not sufficient. Moreover, both authors stressed the trouble with words like “myth” 

or “trope” because—although deceptive—the effects of these images are quite real. 
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Homing in on just these problems, Jennifer Bair (2010) intervened in the discussion 

and drastically shifted its parameters. Before turning to this entry I will note that, 

influenced by Salzinger and Wright, who both used the concept of “interpellation,” 

a stream of research emerged, attending to the intersections of different modes of 

subjection in waged work (see McDowell 2008, McDowell et al. 2007), that is, how 

“employers construct stereotypical notions of idealised workers in different class 

positions. This calling or naming in the workplace is in turn internalised by work-

ers themselves so that they come to conform to or recognise themselves in the man-

agerial naming” (Batnitzky and McDowell 2011: 186). While these scholars applied 

Marxist vocabulary and made a sincere effort to address how a “focus on language 

and culture” (which Mulinari and Selberg [2013: 87] considered a poststructuralist 

byproduct) has delinked class from matters of work, Bair explored a Marxist theme 

of how “ideas” under capitalism attain a power independent of their deployment by 

social agents, thus showing (I take it) that employer interpellation is insufficient to 

explain the pervasiveness of images of ideal workers. 

 

Arguing that it ought to be just as important for feminist scholars to explore simi-

larity as it is to account for difference, Bair (2010: 204–5) stated that the importance 

of gender across localities warrants an analysis of “how gender, as a set of context-

specific meanings and practices, intersects the structure of global capitalism and its 

systemic logic of value extraction,” whereby it is clear that “[f]eminized labor in 

export-oriented manufacturing is a real abstraction—that is, a concept with causal 

force that operates on the world and is itself generative of the social phenomenon 

we seek to understand.” Bair (ibid: 211) stressed that the move of light manufactur-

ing to the global South, associated with globalization, involved a near ubiquitous 

mobilization of female labor, since the qualities it required (docility, dexterity, and 

cheapness) were everywhere associated with young women. Engaging Salzinger’s 

work, Bair (ibid: 220) conceded that productive femininity could be conceived as a 

discourse, albeit one that “corresponds to an empirical regularity, which is a global 

assembly line that continues to be populated primarily by women.” Her argument 

is that workers in different places are made to embody this image by regularities in 

how a spatially and temporally integrated industry operates (ibid: 222–4). 

 

Bair’s argument is important to the study of gender normalization in waged work, 

but there are questions as to how real abstraction works in this regard. The latter 

cannot just refer to an economic context causing local discursive processes to show 

regularities, because it focuses on embodiments that, so to speak, involve discourse 

prior to discourse proper. In one of its early deployments real abstraction refers to 

labor’s becoming abstract, or general (see Marx 1973: 103–5). Historically, this is 
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enforced via labor’s real subsumption under capital, and as I noted in section 2.3, 

this means labor’s becoming automatic, objectified, devoid of autonomy. Now, this 

becoming should affect—it seems safe to hypothesize—how work is experienced: 

how it is felt and understood, lived. Work in light manufacturing is a good exam-

ple of this “automaton,” as Marx put it, even before processes of relocation to the 

South or “globalization” took off, but it is not the best example of the transition to 

real subsumption and the associated effects on subjectivity, because this transition 

is a thing of the past. In contrast, many public professionals are experiencing this 

transition today (Ward 2011). 

 

 

3.4. Plastic images 

What is one to make of the variability and endurance of the gendered images dis-

cussed in this chapter? As an image of the ideal worker, the virtue script is plastic. It 

has the ability to take on new forms, quite different from forms taken on earlier, 

without thereby becoming unrecognizable, a dialectic of form and alterity illustra-

ting how things as forms carry the potential to become dissimilar: “form is plastic” 

(Malabou 2010: 1).2 In general, this points to how a thing dislodged from its milieu 

and placed in another constellation will unfold unforetold potentials that were not 

visible before; and in particular, this points to the ever present capacity for radical 

appropriation—for subversion, queering, détournement. 

 

Variability and endurance aside, images as abstractions were seen to achieve prac-

tical truth (Marx 1973: 105). That is, they are not part of discourse in the colloquial 

sense since, as Bair suggested, real abstractions do not inhere in fields of meaning, 

nor in language regarded as structure. Rather, these abstractions refer not to how 

things are meaningfully understood (to the way things seem to appear) but to what 

could justifiably be called “the actual movement of appearing” (Malabou 2010: 25), 

or the plastic development of form.3 

 

 

                                                           
2 Traditionally, though not here, matter or substance is sharply separated from form, denoting, respectively, reality 

and the concepts with which the mind grasps reality. 

3 Since there is objectively deceptive appearance, the actual movement of appearing does not exhaust, nor does it 

mirror, reality. Following Legrand (2008), there is how reality consciously seems to appear, how it unconsciously 

actually appears, and reality itself; and because actual appearance is usually buried beneath its meaningful rende-

ring, it is all the more effective ideologically. 
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4. PRELIMINARY REMARKS ON THEORY 

 

 

This chapter has two subsections. In the first one I locate the study in the research 

field of gender normalization. I also describe the terrains of an ongoing debate on 

transformations in the basic workings of power, assumed to have occurred in the 

neoliberal decades, and I indicate how this thesis may be seen as an entry into that 

debate. In the second subsection I present some concepts that will be deployed in 

chapter seven, where I reflect on the theoretical themes broached in articles I–IV. 

 

 

4.1. Debates on normalization and neoliberalism 

Gender normalization refers to a process whereby practices become essential, static 

and prescriptive modes of being (see de Beauvoir 1953; Butler 1990). Repeated acts 

give rise to images of normal and natural modes of being, and also to images of the 

opposite (deviancy, “the other”). Normalization is a kind of erasure of sociality, of 

history, and thus of normalization itself (cf. Marx 1976: 187). By evoking images of 

the normal, the constitutive faculty of repeated acts is veiled by the very images they 

create, causing constitutive acts to appear, not constitutive, but reflective of a preex-

isting form (an essence that is, in fact, not constitutive or original, but produced or 

derived). In brief, the production of images is, first, hidden by these same images, 

and second, incited to be repeated by these same images (Butler 1993a: 93–5). 

 

The normal of normalization will slide from the average or median to a completely 

different phenomenon: the ideal, or “optimum” (Foucault 1979: 183). Images of the 

ideal are projected in practices, as indicated above, and exert conformist pressures 

on individuals. Structured in a gender dichotomy, ideals depend on the construct-

ion of different positions in terms of masculinity and femininity. Normalization is a 

power that works by constituting and sustaining differences among individuals. It 

is not necessarily a deliberately applied or localized power (Foucault 1980: 159). It is 

not wielded by a specific agent that “holds” power (e.g., a feudal lord, family 

patriarch, or head of state). Rather, it is a characteristic of the relations that sustain 

lords, patriarchs, and heads of state by legitimizing and naturalizing them. However, 

normalization is also destabilizing: it breeds its own failure, discontent, conflict. 

 

Conflict may of course concern a variety of parties. The focus of this dissertation is 

on conflicts where subordinate groups challenge dominant ones, but it also comes 

across instances which cannot be characterized in these terms: intragroup conflicts 

where divisions in subordinate collectivities move to the fore. Certainly, the vain 
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attempt to separate the two can only meet with analytical success—in social reality 

they are quite entwined: in From Mobilization to Revolution Charles Tilly (1978) thus 

pointed out that any collective action by subordinate collectivities first requires the 

rallying of its members around some common denominators, that is, mobilization; 

a certain neutralization of intragroup division. From the point of view of normali-

zation, however, what is important concerning social conflict is that the conformist 

pressures that normalization involves have not been sufficient to curb the forces 

working to bring contradiction into a manifest state. 

 

In any attempt at dialectics it is important not to remain within polar oppositions, 

and what has just been said should accordingly be qualified by saying that conflict 

by no means terminates normalization. While it does bring normalization to light, 

which I argue extensively in chapter five, it does not amount to an overcoming of 

normalization. Why? Because resistance, and thereby collective action and conflict, 

works by way of appropriation. If social life is shot through with power and control 

(Foucault 1980), then there is no outside from which resources can be drawn to act 

against control; these resources will need to be mobilized from within, so to speak 

(cf. Malabou 2010: 40). Power must be turned against those who are able to make it 

function to sustain asymmetrical relations. That is to say, these resources have to be 

appropriated from the side of control—meaning that they will have to be funda-

mentally changed (i.e., superseded) if resistance is not to bring normalization back, 

from within itself. With this remark on the connection between normalization and 

appropriation in mind, let me resume the exposition of the former. 

 

Rather than a form of overt repression, normalization tacitly produces individuals 

as subjects. “There is no need for arms … Just a gaze. An inspecting gaze … which 

each individual under its weight will end by interiorising” (Foucault 1980: 155). An 

individual who has interiorized—or identified with—this gaze would according to 

Foucault be an exemplar of this thrifty formula of control, which is “not ensured by 

right but by technique, not by law but by normalization” (Foucault 1978: 89). This is 

not to say that normalization can work without tangible forms of coercion, some of 

which are mediated and consciously enforced, while others are as immanentist and 

automatic as Foucault’s “gaze” (e.g., Marx 1976: 781ff.). 

 

I have described normalization as a category, one that might subsume the different 

relations of gender, race, class, and so forth. This is in one respect distortive, since 

modes of subordination are not equivalent (Mulinari and Sandell 2006); they are 

singular phenomena based on their own dynamics, and yet mutually constitutive. 

Gender normalization and the subordination of women were classically analyzed in 

relation to the rise of the modern (male) subject (de Beauvoir 1953; Irigaray 1985; 
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Wittig 1992). This subject only comes into existence through demarcations against 

the “other.” The trademark qualities of the latter—nature, matter, quality—become 

foundational of femininity in a series of dichotomies, the opposite sides of which—

culture, spirit, quantity—found masculinity, dichotomies structuring an outlook on 

science: phallogocentrism/positivism. However, epistemology arises in the world, 

and much as labor conflict in nursing involves intersections between gender and 

class (and other intersections, not explored here), that is, between configurations of 

femininity and the value of labor power, phallogocentrism involves intersections 

between gender and class/value (see chapter seven). 

 

I will discuss these early analyses of gender normalization (and how they relate to 

appropriation) in chapter seven. Right now, I would just like to outline a question 

concerning the efficacy of normalization. That is to say, a question of how normali-

zation actually governs action. In assuming a natural division between women and 

men, we naturalize history, Monique Wittig stated (1992: 10–11). To naturalize and 

familiarize, making the norm or ideal a foregone conclusion, are surely rudiments 

of normalization. However, I argue in the following chapters that this effect is not to 

be equated with identification. Indeed, normalization will cause the contingent to 

seem inevitable, and the normalized will be abided by, reproduced, complied with, 

repeated; normalization craves repetition, recital, in order to be effective, although, 

as Judith Butler has stressed, we are unable to do this faithfully because the object of 

citation is always in flux. However, and this is the point, it seems uncalled for to 

equate this object with “identity” (Butler 1993b: 304). 

 

What has just been said goes back to the argument that different forms of normal-

ization are not equivalent; normalization must always refer to a specific device or 

dispositif—indeed, “let’s assume that universals do not exist” (Foucault 2008: 3)—

and not every such device relies on identification. It is one of the arguments of this 

study that some forms of normalization associated with neoliberalism, ones related 

to NPM reform in particular, rather than ensnaring the individual in a meaningful 

context where she/he is induced to identify with a subject position, attain efficacy by 

enacting representations of inevitability, thus causing individuals to renounce 

control of, or exteriorize, their actions. That is, individuals are incited to enact forms 

that influence their thinking, but this efficacy cannot be seen at the level of identity. 

This view, I will now show, relates to debates on normalization and contemporary 

modes of power. 

 

In “Postscript on the Societies of Control” Gilles Deleuze (1992) narrated how the 

“control societies” were replacing disciplinary societies. In the latter, normalization 

had been enforced within demarcated enclosures (i.e., families, schools, barracks, 
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factories), with individuals successively passing from one to the next. According to 

Deleuze, new forces emerged in the first half of the twentieth century: “ultrarapid 

forms of free-floating control,” where corporations integrate the once discrete insti-

tutions and introduce continuous controls, such as perpetual training, motivational 

schemes, and contests pitting individuals against one another. These forces spawn 

“dividuals,” and not organically integrated subjects; as discrete enclosures mesh, 

short-term forms of control replace long-term disciplinary projects. The operations 

of markets become main conveyors of normalization instituting novel and minute 

technological monitoring. Deleuze’s text is exemplary of “poststructuralist” efforts 

to theorize the forces subtending neoliberalism. In this view, grand narratives and 

comprehensive subjectivation give way to endless torrents of images, functioning as 

preindividual interpellations (Clough 2000). The only viable subject seems to be a 

human capital engaged in constant self-appreciation (Feher 2009), integrating its 

disparate activities in concerted valorization efforts. 

 

This grand theorizing also characterizes varieties of autonomist Marxism, such as 

the influential one of Antonio Negri. It relies on a certain approach to periodization: 

locating a break in modernity in which neoliberalism is inserted. The same could be 

said of many attempts, drawing on Foucault’s concept of biopolitics (1978, 2008), to 

theorize a biopolitical epoch. Thus, several camps try to theorize how the present 

neoliberal “period” inaugurates novel forms of control and subordination. While 

conceived in different ways, the change from disciplinarity to new forms of control 

takes priority. I think that a crucial feature of these varied research projects is a move 

from viewing power as “full-fledged” subjectivation, as in the imposition of clearly 

defined identities and worldviews on individuals, to what Slavoj Žižek (1989: 43) 

called “an interpellation without identification.” In this case, the present thesis 

converges with the trends I have hastily charted. However, following some of 

Foucault and Deleuze’s less epochalizing impulses (Foucault and Deleuze 1973), I 

identify neoliberal forms of control, not with an overarching transformation, but 

with determinate changes in the value form and the modes of labor subsumption, in 

line with a Marxist research field exploring real abstraction (Toscano 2008, 2014). In 

chapter two I discussed one such change, the commodification of care services and 

the real subsumption of nursing. 

 

 

4.2. Concepts used in chapter seven 

While the sixth chapter of this cover essay is a straightforward summation of the 

individual analyses executed in articles I–IV, the seventh chapter attempts to draw 

on these analyses in a general discussion of appropriation and normalization. This 

means that chapter seven involves a more sustained engagement with theory than 
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is the case in the individual analyses. To lay the groundwork for the discussion in 

chapter seven, I introduce its major concepts and the ways they are related. This is 

illustrated in the figure below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plasticity as a dialectical schematization of reality is the enveloping term here. The 

concept of plasticity is used to connect the theoretical themes raised in articles I–IV, 

which are listed to the right in the above figure. I have previously mentioned that 

plasticity refers to the giving, exploding, and taking of form. Plasticity allows me to 

conceptualize, on the one hand, normalization and form/embodiment, and on the 

other hand, appropriation and the question of the subjectivity, in a coherent frame-

work, as I will now explain. 

 

The third chapter broached the issue of real abstraction. In the context of this thesis 

I understand the concern with real abstraction as a redeployment of some guiding 

ideas in Marxist feminism (Scholz 2014), especially as it was developed by Dorothy 

Smith, who in the early seventies pointed to entanglements of gender, abstraction, 

and capitalist relations of ruling. Importantly, real abstraction points to the embo-

diment of form as an acute aspect of normalization. And as Malabou’s exploration 

of plasticity makes clear, forms are not everlasting ideational entities but actually 

existing, emerging, and exploding structures of the real. Further, plasticity points to 

the possibility of reforming, and revolutionizing, forms—that is, it points to the 

possibility of appropriation. Care in its intrinsic relation to the virtue script is thus 

interrogated here both as an embodiment of form that normalizes and as an entity 

that is appropriated in acts of resistance. 

 

Appropriation works through subjectivity; it entails a transformation of the subject. 

Second-wave feminism and debates in feminist theory in the seventies and eighties 

were very much concerned with the subject. This is especially clear in retrospect in 

that the resultant, and still intact, hegemony brought a tendency to deride/discard 

the Cartesian or transcendental subject. In contrast, many second-wave feminists, 

following Simone de Beauvoir, saw the (subversive) appropriation of subjectivity as 

a key feminist strategy and goal. However, influential trends in French philosophy 

(cf. Descombes 1980) undermined this view by linking dialectics, humanism, and 

the subject in a comprehensive figuration of everything that was wrong with 

postwar “critique.” Thus de Beauvoir was read as trying to incorporate women into 

Plasticity/

Form 

Normalization 

Embodiment 

Appropriation 

Subjectivity 
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the (male) subject. Analyzing collective action, however, it is hard to bypass frames 

like subjectivity and, indeed, the subject. The creation of a singular point, a 

standpoint if you will, stepping out of a self that has been interpellated, 

programmed, or controlled—this is a capacity of the modern subject (cf. Malabou 

2008; Žižek 1999), and it is an aspect of any act of resistance. (In Marx [1973: 295–7] 

this capacity is grounded in proletarian negativity). Of course, this is not to say that 

such a split or diremption of subjectivity is unproblematic, nor that it can be 

completely realized and sustained, but that the subject is nothing but this split or 

diremption, and that this aspect of subjectivity is crucial to understanding acts of 

resistance. 

 

Well, at least this is what is argued in chapter seven. Revisiting de Beauvoir’s early 

critical reflections on the modern subject, I then move to how her ideas were for-

warded by Wittig, who gave a lucid account of how to realize a subversive appro-

priation of subjectivity. Because the subject of modernity is related to processes of 

commodification, racialization, and gendering that totalize—suture or connect the 

disparate elements of—the social, subversion is nothing but retotalization, where 

systems of internal relations are reworked in their basic, concrete universals—that 

is to say, in the really existing principle of how social elements are connected. This 

is explained in some detail in chapter seven, and I argue that this account resonates 

with Briskin’s conceptualization of nurses’ strikes, so that politicization of care can 

be understood as a subversive retotalization. 
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5. CONFLICT SPEAKS 

 

 

Arguably, what sets the present thesis apart from previous work on labor conflict in 

Sweden is that it is not aimed at explaining the phenomenon of conflict as such. 

Rather, it seeks to explore what conflict says—because conflict speaks, it tells tales. 

Conflict speaks in the sense that it (1) relates information concerning the “ontic” or 

the reality of the situation in which it transpires. Specifically, it speaks of the labor 

process and the working conditions of those engaged in conflict; in interviews with 

registered nurses at a hospital ward where an episode of collective resignation took 

place, information is related that pertains to changes in the nature of work associa-

ted with NPM. Furthermore, conflict speaks in that it (2) shows how subordinate 

collectives attempt to construct a shared sense of self and frames in which to articu-

late grievances; in short, conflict speaks of subordinate groups’ attempts to speak. 

Conflict also speaks in the sense that it (3) reflects an often painstaking process of 

coming together as one; collective action requires a sublation of individual differ-

ences, which is always tenuous. In fact, it might even be methodologically relevant 

to seek out instances when these intragroup conflicts are manifest. Lastly, conflict 

speaks of and implicates researchers (4) who seek out conflict and make it an object 

of study. Relatedly, in the narrative interview, the method of data collection used 

here, informants and researchers co-construct data. 

 

 

5.1. Methodology: normalization and the abnormal 

The primary kind of data used in the present study is transcribed single interviews 

with registered, specially trained nurses who work, or worked, at a hospital ward 

where an episode of collective resignation occurred. So, analysis deals with speech 

and with the explicit or tacit thoughts and ideas relayed in speech. However, and 

this warrants methodological consideration, analysis is not restricted to the level of 

speech but tries to capture what conflict says about work as such. In the words of 

Dorothy Smith, this means studying the problematic status of an everyday world. 

Specifically, I explore what Smith called modern relations of ruling. The latter are 

distinct in that they institute an extralocal medium of action through markets and 

textually mediated bureaucratic decision chains. These abstract forms of power are 

dependent on a subordinate “everyday world” of work (paid and unpaid) that is 

predominantly done by women. Moreover, this everyday world is problematic in 

that its links with the abstract forms of power are obscure; extralocal relations of 

ruling are only fragmentarily visible in everyday life (see Smith 1987: 88–97, 155ff.). 

Methodologically, the problem is to move from speech to abstract forms. 
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What are these abstract forms? Following Smith (1987: 18), we might call them em-

bodied ideologies: in modern, extralocal relations of ruling “ideologies become of 

increasing importance, first as a mode of thinking, legitimating and sanctioning a 

social order, and then as integral in the organization of society.” Hence, for Smith 

the categories used in speech are internal to practices and express social relations 

that practices are in turn internal to; categories bespeak relations: 

 

Historical development generates […] social relations; social relations are expressed in 

categories; the categories are the forms of thought in which the social relations come to con-

sciousness. The developing social relations are themselves the ground of the categories 

or concepts in which they become conscious. (Smith 2004: 457, italics added) 

 

Smith (ibid: 458) states that language “is not a sphere that sits on top of a material 

base like frosting on a cake; consciousness is not separable from people and consci-

ousness is itself material sounds, writing, and print.” Thus, language is the entry to 

realities that are co-extensive with speech; materialist analysis must start from lan-

guage to get at the abstract forms traversing the linguistic and extralinguistic. 

 

How is this to be done? How can analysis move from language to the real? Capital, 

the critique of political economy, is a prototype. What is the object of this critique? 

Too often the object is presumed to be capital or capitalism, though beyond doubt it 

is text (cf. Pepperell 2011). This self-evidence is perplexing, however: if the object is 

text, why did Marx make inferences about how capital really works? This is due to 

his method (see Sohn-Rethel 1978: 196ff.). Marx was not a “realist” in the traditional 

sense. He inherited the work of Kant and German idealism in a, to be sure, critical 

way but he did not revert to an old realist approach: consciousness corresponds to 

reality so that regularities in how people misrecognize reality indicate the latter’s 

basic, contradictory nature. “Necessary false consciousness” is not simply incorrect 

—it points to the way reality itself throws up its modes of interpretation, which are 

not false in themselves but insufficient, by virtue of their self-identity or univocity, 

to account for contradiction. So, engaged with a body of text, the Marxist asks (1) 

what are the regularities of misrecognition (i.e., not just individual misrecognition), 

and (2) what must practical reality be like to necessitate these regularities? Notice 

that this procedure does not rely on unmediated or direct access to reality as in the 

traditional realist view, nor does it disregard the fact that discourse is constitutive. 

It operates on the assumption that discourse is indeed constitutive and thus points 

to forms traversing both discourse and tacit practice, albeit in necessarily fragment-

ary ways and without one-to-one correspondence (or bijective relations). 
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It is necessary to underscore that “misrecognition” as it is used here is not meant to 

suggest that individuals are in any way delusional or have wrongful ideas about a 

real state of affairs. Rather, they have the right ideas; it is reality itself that is delu-

sional, or objectively deceptive. Recall Marx’s (1976: 166; cf. Hartle 2010: 61–2) famous 

remark on the fetishism of the commodity: in the impression of things interacting 

with things independently of people, social relations under capitalism “appear as 

what they are.” Fetishism is no mere illusion, even though it is still deceptive in the 

way commodity forms make us naturalize this asocial mode of sociality. The issue 

at hand is how to study these forms—and here the abnormal is key. 

 

Although often framed in moral terms, labor conflict is not primarily about morals. 

In a by now somewhat arcane discussion on the determinants of collective action, 

representatives of resource mobilization theory argued, against theorists of relative 

deprivation as the prime mover of social conflict, that though a material need and 

sense of injustice is a component in many instances of collective action, fundamen-

tally, social movements rely on the actual ability to act (opportunity structures, the 

space for collective action, etc.) as well as on the confidence to act (cf. Davies 1962; 

Tilly 1984: 102-5). Indeed, the shift from a state of fatalism to sensing an opportunity 

is presenting itself and that now, in the heat of mobilization, all kinds of things sud-

denly are possible—this ontological, rather than moral transformation—is perhaps 

the all-important ingredient in collective action, including labor conflict (Biggs 2003). 

Thus a properly “ontological” aspect of collective action makes these abnormal events 

revelatory of elements of subjectivity that remain tacit—or wholly hidden—in times 

of “normalcy.” It is the fact that instances of collective action, these ruptures in the 

normal functioning of relations of production, are powered (and defused) through 

an assessment, not only of the “objective” situation (that is, the power resources, the 

structures of opportunity, the labor market situation) but of the willingness to act or 

the propensity for radicalism of one’s comrades, that makes these instances speak of 

things that are normally out of sight, clandestine, and unrecognized. 

 

 

5.2. Method: narrative analysis and positioning 

Conflict also speaks in the sense that subordinate collectives must create a story of 

conflict, a story that expresses/founds a collective sense of self (collective identity) 

and frames that contextualize and legitimize joint action (Benford and Snow 2000; 

Polletta and Jasper 2001). These discursive processes do not only entail ontological 

assessments of collective abilities to act as a unity (pointing to the ontic of normal-

ization processes in ways that I will indicate shortly); they also illuminate how such 

collectivities appropriate elements of existing discourses, elements that are initially 

on the side of control. These processes can be analyzed in terms of “positioning.” 
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Positioning theory or positioning analysis evolved as a means to analyze discourse 

over the last twenty years. Positioning acts are micro-level forms of interaction in 

which selves and others are created. Positioning analysis focuses on the immediate, 

situational, and shifting nature of this interaction by considering three components 

of communication: speech acts, positions, and storylines (Harré et al. 2009). Speech 

acts accomplish concrete social tasks with words, and all speech acts position: they 

attribute clusters of rights and duties to specific entities. Public claims for rights of 

social movements are explicit acts of self-positioning. But self-positioning can also be 

tacit, that is, carried out through subtle grammatical variations indicative of identi-

fication with or dissociation from specific entities. Positioning is internally relational 

in the dialectical sense (see Ollman 2003), meaning that an attribution of rights and 

duties to oneself ascribes corresponding sets of rights and duties to others. Speech 

acts and positions become meaningful and effective in situations as parts of story-

lines that demarcate realms of legitimate action. When opposing storylines clash, 

legitimacy depends on which storyline actions are read through. The dynamics of 

conflict can be described as positioning of self and other in incongruous clusters of 

rights and duties via speech acts in clashing storylines (Harré and Slocum 2003). In 

coding the data, every segment of speech (the size of which varies) will contain a 

specific act of positioning. Starting from the analysis of single acts of positioning, 

speech acts and storylines can be inferred. That is, by way of a number of specifi-

cations of selves and others effected via attributions of clusters of rights and duties, 

a storyline gradually emerges that makes these attributions cohere; and this story-

line usually connects to wider discursive frames and scripts, thereby linking micro-

level interaction to more encompassing societal processes. 

 

At this point it is again instructive to consider the moral and ontological aspects of 

speech and conflict. Article I focuses on how nurses appropriate facets of the virtue 

script, thus ascribing clusters of rights and duties to themselves and the employer. 

This discursively renders the employer morally at fault and challenges a particular 

modality of the virtue script. (The ambiguity of this strategy is in focus in article II.) 

Here, the analysis attends to what are basically moral attributions. But as both the 

second and the third article show, there are forms of ontological assessment that 

subtend moral attributions. The former relate to the feasibility of collective action in 

achieving certain outcomes by invoking “truths” or “realities” that pertain to the 

situation. Such truth does not correspond to the ontic in a one-to-one manner, but 

the regularities displayed in different forms of misrecognition do, as article III illu-

strates. To the extent that the thesis contributes to a general discussion of method, 

this consists in showing how positioning relies on tacit ontological premises and/or 

explicit ontological assertions, and while such individual assessments are univocal, 

the contradictions they jointly produce point to the ontic, which enables analysis to 

move from discourse to a reality (of work) beyond discourse.  
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5.3. Sampling and data collection 

The material consists of transcriptions of twelve interviews, lasting an hour or more, 

with six registered nurses who still worked at the ward and six who had left as part 

of the collective resignation. These informants were purposively sampled to acquire 

clashing perspectives on the conflict. Interviews were conducted within sixmonths 

after the resignations went into effect. Here, I will discuss matters of sampling and 

data collection; interview technique and questions of research ethics are discussed 

in the subsequent section. I have already indicated that particular informants were 

selected, and I will explain the reasons for this in a while. Before doing so, however, 

I will explain why this case of collective resignation was sampled. 

 

Searching digitalized newspapers (described in the appendix), it was possible to get 

an overview of the phenomenon of collective resignation. Of course, this is an idio-

syncratic phenomenon; the episodes are alike in some fundamental respects (first of 

all, they include some threat of collectively resigning) but also differ on several 

accounts, such as the degree of mobilization (i.e. how large a share of the registered 

nurses employed at a workplace vowed to resign, the level of group cohesion, etc.). 

The search thus pointed to variations displayed by the phenomenon and sampling 

was based on an appraisal of the characteristics, within these variations, which are 

assumed to illuminate the questions that guide the study. 

 

Sampling followed the basic outlines of what Nick Emmel (2013) has called realist 

sampling. This “realism” is not a naive realism, as discussed in section 5.1, but the 

critical realism developed principally by Roy Bhaskar (1978, 2008) as a method for 

dialectical social analysis. A premise of this method is that there is no strict divide 

separating ideas (including the ideas researchers bring to their research) from the 

world in which researchers identify observable and recordable phenomena. Thus, 

there are ideas that precede and guide sampling: at the metalevel these are assump-

tions regarding the importance of workplace conflict; at the intermediate level this 

refers to ideas stated in preceding chapters about how work is restructured under 

NPM, regarding alterations in the gender subtext of nursing and in the mechanisms 

of normalization. This is not to say that sampling was done solely on theoretically 

purposeful grounds; the resources available to researchers also influence sampling. 

Here, the sampled episode was indeed logistically practical. Still, the case displays 

several theoretically relevant characteristics, as I will explain. 

 

First, however, the case must be described, if only in its basic contours. Accounting 

for the event, most informants started by describing a buildup of grievances related 

to staffing, scheduling, speed-up, on-the-job training and education, as well as pay. 
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Most registered nurses at the ward partook in the initial push to have management 

raise salaries, involving informal meetings, corridor talk, and emails and petitions 

to management, local media outlets, and county politicians. The conflict escalated 

when these efforts proved ineffectual. Talk of resignation began. At the same time, 

intragroup division in the nursing collective came to the fore as some considered 

this route too drastic; only a third handed in notices. Management stalled for some 

months, and though in the end granted a large wage hike, most of the nurses who 

vowed to resign followed through on this and took up jobs elsewhere in Swedish 

and Norwegian healthcare. The nursing shortage facilitates this job switching; the 

game of collective resignation is a form of brinksmanship that the specially trained 

registered nurse, in high demand, is in a quite favorable position to play. The fact 

that most chose to quit despite the raise related to the fact that they had made other 

job arrangements by the time management gave in; though it probably also reflected 

animosity toward management, which reached a high point during the conflict. 

 

The case was deemed rich on information relevant to the present study because of 

an atypicality (Emmel 2013: 37): it was something of a half measure; in this episode 

of collective resignation only a minority of registered nurses employed at the ward 

handed in their resignation in the end, while in other episodes charted in the news-

paper search a majority had usually made this threat. This reflected disagreement 

among the nurses on how far the drive for better conditions ought to be pushed. It 

was assumed that this intragroup dispute would interact with theoretical ideas and 

assumptions held at this stage (see ibid: 83–5), since disagreement would plausibly 

stimulate moral and ontological arguments on whether or not to resign. In a more 

“clear-cut” case of collective resignation, these arguments would probably not 

emerge, but in a threshold scenario like the one sampled here, some basic premises 

held by informants on the moral and ontological aspects of the situation appeared 

likely to be articulated. For instance, in this case the moral status of collective resig-

nation was never beyond dispute, placing the interviews in an ongoing discursive 

process involving the virtue script in its relation to labor conflict; moreover, intra-

group disagreement also concerned the prospect of enforcing concessions, thereby 

unearthing assumptions about the ability to successfully act collectively. Collective 

action shifts the horizon of possibility; it changes perceptions of the real, including 

the parameters of the changeable (Biggs 2003). In this case of collective resignation 

intragroup debate thus included conflicting opinions on the changeability of what 

was deemed real. As such, collective action involves an ontological dimension, and 

divisions in the collectivity taking action can help to bring this out. Moreover, this is 

why specific individuals must be sampled according to a theoretically informed 

assessment: specifically, to capture intragroup division, it was deemed necessary to 

recruit both informants who had participated in the threat to resign and informants 

who had abstained from participation (and who had been vocal in this dispute). 
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As I explain more thoroughly in the subsequent section, informants were asked to 

relate the events leading to the resignation of some of the nurses, assuming I was 

unacquainted with the conflict. I restricted follow-ups and comments to the issues 

raised by informants. This non-structured interviewing, where the researcher co-

constructs the narrative with the informants, elicited speech constructing selves and 

others as morally accountable entities in acts of positioning (as explained in section 

5.2). This meant that, in the course of talking about the event, informants spoke from 

a position; that is, they located themselves in the narrative in different ways. In so 

doing, informants also performed identity work (Riach and Loretto 2009), meaning 

that they fortified the positions they had assumed by negotiating who they are as 

nurses. This was principally done by utilizing and reworking values like care and 

professionalism, as article III shows. Further, through such speech acts, they 

indirectly delimited the “reality” of nursing by citing taken-for-granted truths about 

this line of work, meaning that positioning involved ontologies, which, as explained 

in section 5.1, relates to the ontic or real of normalization, albeit never in a 

straightforward manner. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed according 

to the procedure outlined in the previous section. Of course, each article asks its own 

questions, which require independent analysis. That is, although every positioning 

act can be given its own unique code, the specific questions asked in the individual 

articles require analysis to focus on (I) the concept of caring, (II) the contradictions 

resulting from the politicization of this concept, and (III) the way ontological claims 

are invoked to subtend positions and identities. 

 

 

5.4. Interviews and ethics 

Informants were selected by combining snowballing and purposeful sampling. In 

other words, informants suggested individuals to interview next, but the choice of 

individuals out of these suggestions was guided by the concern (explained above) 

to obtain diverging perspectives on the event, that is, to capture intragroup division. 

This procedure was followed in order to make conflict speak of normalization pro-

cesses and the problem of appropriation. In research on labor conflict, which entails 

ruptures, turning points upsetting a normal course of events (Riessman 2002: 705–6), 

and radical changes in subjectivity, retrospective narrative interviews are especially 

suitable (cf. Linderoth 2016). However, speech is a relation (“to relate something” is 

to speak), and in the interview situation informants and researchers enter into a 

definite kind of relation. In a dialectical view, relations are constitutive, and hence, 

the nature of this relationship must necessarily shape the content, or the speech, 

relayed during the interview. It is not a matter of preconstituted pieces of 

information being transmitted from sender to receiver, but of a co-constitution of 

pieces of information as more or less coherent parts of the narrative (Riessman 2008: 

24). Thus, conflict also speaks of the researcher. 
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In planning the interviews informants were given the opportunity to decide where 

they would be held. They had been provided with a description of the research 

project and information concerning their rights as participants. 

 

Starting up narrative interviews is not easy. Preferably, informants should 

determine the direction of storytelling from the very beginning. My plan was 

therefore to work with the informant from the first point of interaction, meeting 

outside a library or a local café, for instance, and walking to the room I had reserved 

for us, ordering coffee, making small talk. The aim was to establish a somewhat 

relaxed relationship in order that open-ended questions such as “Could you please 

tell me about the conflict?” would elicit an extensive response. Most of the time this 

worked out fairly well, in the sense that responses to the open-ended start-up 

questions were usually rich on content (one informant spoke for some forty 

minutes), but I think this was due to the goading nature of the topic of our 

interviews. However, sometimes this did not work out at all, and I had to resort to 

a set of prepared questions. In these cases extensive narrating took place, but only 

after a while; the prepared questions were meant to invite the informants to engage 

in narrating the conflict rather than to supply specific pieces of information (e.g., 

“Could you describe [the background to the conflict; what happened after you 

handed in your resignations; how you came to consider taking joint action against 

the employer]?” rather than “Why did you decide to [resign; press for higher wages; 

talk to the media]?”). All informants thus engaged in narrative talk at some point—

those who supplied concise answers to start-up questions eventually began to tell 

lengthier stories—and from this stage onward I confined questions and comments 

to the themes they raised. 

 

However, success in getting the interview underway does not mean that the 

researcher disappears as a co-constitutor of speech once informants engage in 

proper storytelling. True narrative interviewing entails “following participants 

down their trails” (Riessman 2008: 24), but these trails will be expounded differently, 

depending on who is on the receiving end. In other words, the points that I asked 

informants to clarify, the themes I picked up on and asked them to elaborate, are 

unique to a relationship integral to the interview. This means that narrative 

interviewing is unreliable in the positivist sense (there’s low “repeatability” here), 

but this philosophy of science is based on untenable assumptions about data being 

non-beings or mere reflections of “exterior” realities that are the real target of 

research. In the alternative methodology set out in section 5.1, data must itself be 

real for analysis to reach the real; as discursive interactions, interviews are 

coterminous with the events they reflect upon. The present study thus bases itself 

on narrative interviews, taken as efforts informants make to negotiate experiences 
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of conflict, in a process of narrative co-construction with a researcher; in these 

attempts, the contradictory character of work—understood as a subjective and 

objective reality—is obliquely brought out. 

 

There are a number of ethical problems in this kind of interviewing. The interview 

experience can be upsetting, because it can involve revisiting an emotionally 

turbulent situation. However, not every interview had such an influence, and there 

was no reason to assume that this interview would be more straining than other 

reflections on working life experiences. The collective action itself is in many 

respects a quite orderly affair; although it involves uncertainties as to its outcome, 

the jeopardizing of one’s job, intragroup as well as extragroup disagreements, and 

so forth, it also involves a determinate procedure in which management is 

confronted with some demands, while one looks for alternative employment should 

the dispute not render a satisfactory outcome. In many ways, this can be less 

arduous than the grievances and the emotional and physical strain caused by work 

itself, preceding and motivating collective action in the first place. Nevertheless, the 

researcher should be prepared for the strain that the interview might cause. 

Therefore, I thought it was important to stress that the informant could stop the 

ongoing interview, or choose not to talk about certain issues, and that no negative 

consequences for the informant would result from discontinuing participation in the 

study. Still, the researcher–participant relationship is a power relation with 

considerable inbuilt asymmetries (Miller et al. 2012), and an informant may hesitate 

to interrupt an interview due to the perceived authority of the researcher. A 

substantial responsibility thus falls on the researcher to be attentive to signs of 

discomfort. If I detected such signs, I asked the informant whether the interview 

should be discontinued, and if the informant wanted to continue, I stressed that the 

informant had the prerogative to determine the subject matters we discussed. 

 

This is also a reason for the researcher to sustain a dialogue with the participant after 

the interview is done. Post-interview stress cannot be brought to a researcher’s 

attention unless there is post-interview interaction. This also goes for issues of 

confidentiality. Informants were given written and verbal information on their 

rights as participants, including the background to the research project, and an 

explanation of why they had been asked to participate, how the research was to be 

conducted, and what the potential risks and advantages of participation were. They 

were thereby ensured that participation would be voluntary, that consent could be 

withdrawn at any time, that participation would be confidential, and that they had 

the right to access the results of the research (including transcriptions of their 

interviews). Informants were sent written transcriptions of their own interviews to 

be approved by them before inclusion in the analysis. However, post-interview 

interaction also included instances when I was unsure as to the meaning of certain 

statements and contacted informants asking them to elucidate. It also occurred in 
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some instances when quotations were used that, although these would not 

jeopardize confidentiality in an external sense—vis-à-vis people outside the nursing 

collective—I felt that intragroup confidentiality could be jeopardized, since the ward 

only employs a limited number of registered nurses, who know one another well. In 

this manner, I tried to follow the principle of treating informed consent, not as a 

given datum, but as a continuous negotiation (cf. Miller and Bell 2012). 

 

As for confidentiality more generally, it was ensured by anonymizing quotations 

used in publications, and by as far as possible omitting informant age, gender, time 

worked at the facility in question, and other kinds of information that might promote 

speculation on informant identity. In its guidelines for research on working life the 

Swedish Data Inspection Board stresses that workers are generally in a position of 

dependency in relation to employers.4 The fact that identification is possibly harmful 

to the employability of informants means that the promise of confidentiality is all 

the more important. Hence, information on the specific locality and the quoted 

individuals was kept to a minimum. Despite these measures to ensure confiden-

tiality, it is clear that there is no watertight solution; scholars must somehow strike 

a balance between using excerpts from interviews to be able to conduct analysis, on 

the one hand, and ambitions to reduce information that may incite speculation on 

informant identity as much as possible, on the other. How to strike that balance 

depends on the ethical model scholars apply. 

 

There are different ethical models, notably that of deontology (judging the morality 

of an act in relation to a given rule) and that of utilitarianism (judging the morality 

of an act on whether it maximizes utility). In contrast, some feminist scholars have 

argued for an alternative model based on an ethics of care (Edwards and Mauthner 

2012). Here, care means that context, including the research situation, determines 

values, that is, that values are immanent to the object under study and to the research 

process rather than to absolute, transhistorical principles. Further, the model 

suggests that scholars explicate their position (assumptions, views, politics) toward 

the phenomenon under analysis. Although this is not an exhaustive definition of an 

ethical model based on care, I think it helps to clarify how I have tried to strike a 

balance between minimizing information relating to individual informants and 

analytical use of interview excerpts: the critique leveled at healthcare restructuring 

(by nurses who threatened to resign as well as those who did not) can be seen as a 

value that is immanent to the phenomenon analyzed, and one that resonates with 

the aims of this study. In striking the aforementioned balance, I have thus weighed 

the concern with minimizing information pertaining to individual informants 

against the value of critique; when such information is vital to conveying critique, I 

                                                           
4 www.datainspektionen.se: “Personuppgifter i arbetslivet [Personal data in working-life]” (accessed 11 March 

2015). 

http://www.datainspektionen.se/
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have included it in analyses submitted for publication. That is to say, I reject models 

based on transhistorical rules or on a generic concept of utility; instead, the critique 

immanent to collective action is the guiding thread. 

 

In this connection, I should note that whereas this study aligns itself with a critical 

spirit among the informants and brings out several aspects of their critique—their 

description of how professional autonomy is eroded, for instance—the study does 

not chiefly serve to let informants be heard. That is, the narratives are not carefully 

reconstructed in their entirety in the presentation of the analysis. Also, I attend to 

labor conflict, since it can be made (exploited, if you will) to speak of work, that is, 

of normalization processes in nursing work, and of the dilemma of appropriation in 

collective action. I thus draw on narratives to create an understanding, or a way of 

thinking, about normalization and appropriation in the context of the real 

subsumption of specialist nursing, and to some extent, of public services generally, 

in neoliberal contexts. It can be said that narratives are thereby drained in a 

whirlpool of theory—and I am not going to deny that this is to some extent the effect 

of how this study has been conducted—but what I have tried to do is to make their 

stories speak to theoretical debates on how normalization operates in a time when 

capital seems resurgent; this is in accordance with the conviction that scholars, no 

matter how critical, cannot second-guess or dictate social struggles—they can only 

learn from them. In this case, I believe struggle can illuminate normalization 

processes and the dilemma of appropriation. However, to do this, aspects of struggle 

need to be isolated and brought into dialogue with the heritage of critical theory, in 

a wide sense of the term. To some extent critical theory needs to appropriate 

experiences of struggle in order to be changed, as in sharpened, by them. 

 

The last remarks obviously reflect political sentiments, and I do have an interest in 

the phenomenon of labor conflict because of a Marxist conviction that it is pivotal to 

the future of societies. For sure, this involves a host of preconceived ideas about the 

object of study. While not ascribing to the idea that researchers can externalize 

themselves and in this sense objectively scrutinize social processes—in which they 

are themselves inevitably implicated one way or another—I have nonetheless tried 

to allow the event under analysis here, and the stories through which it is relayed as 

well as negotiated, to steer the analytical reflections and the theoretical conside-

rations in this thesis. Furthermore, it should also be said that while I attend to the 

dynamics of gender relations, I do so as part of an analysis of what was once often 

called “the class struggle,” which reflects a somewhat strained relationship with 

contemporary feminism, the latter often regarded as out of touch with the realities 

of labor and labor’s paradoxical autonomization as value (e.g., Scholz 2014). While I 

think feminist theory, as it presently stands, cannot be ignored in social analysis, 

Marxist or otherwise, I should emphasize that I approach gender relations and 

feminism from this particular angle. 



41 

6. FOUR READINGS OF A LABOR CONFLICT  

 

 

In this chapter I briefly summarize articles I–IV and explain their interconnections. 

The articles correspond, respectively, to the four specific research questions listed in 

section 1.2. 

 

 

6.1. Appropriation as politicization 

 

“How does mobilization in contemporary nurse labor conflict appropriate the gen-

dered construction of nursing?” 

 

Article I uses the method of positioning analysis to interrogate the discursive prac-

tices underpinning the politicization of caring in the case of collective resignation 

sampled for this study. Such politicization was indeed a theme in this episode, and 

this phenomenon has been observed by Briskin (2013) in several nurses’ strikes in 

advanced capitalism since the advent of neoliberalism. Article I thus asks how this 

articulation was accomplished in order to analyze the little researched discursive 

practices that underpin the politicization of caring.  

 

The article notes the intertwined nature of labor conflict and gender, and how the 

configuration of gender in nursing has deterred collective action. Configurations of 

gender and management ideology mesh, regarding any act to improve working con-

ditions as selfish, in an image of care work as a female calling. The specific norm-

alizing effect of this discourse is to attribute an “internal” value to this kind of work: 

“virtue is its own reward,” and to fight for better working conditions, for “external” 

forms of remuneration, is a distraction from the lofty ideals of the profession. 

Analysis thus begins by inspecting how a nurse, opposed to the drive to mobilize 

colleagues behind the threat to resign, condemns this as irresponsible in relation to 

a duty that nurses put patients first; and how this positions militants as unrespon-

sive to the higher rewards of nursing work. Hence, it can be said that the informant 

effects “coworker interpellation” (McDowell et al. 2007). 

 

Furthermore, to explore the rudiments of politicization, analysis turns to the 

narrative of a nurse who took an active role in the mobilization for collective action. 

This narrative indicates that politicization was at least in part a response to charges 

of irresponsibility; the informant unfolded an argument, as a way to refute such 

charges, that higher wages were needed to recruit nurses to specialist training and 
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hence to increase staffing (which would in turn improve quality of care). She turned 

the tables on opponents of collective action, positioning them as complacent to 

deteriorating conditions. To protest was rendered an act of care, and abstention from 

protest as irresponsibility. The same duty to put patients first was invoked, but 

simultaneously the concept of care was enlarged considerably to encompass a duty 

to defy management, as the latter failed to meet its obligation to provide the 

preconditions of good care; care thereby took on a political valence as nurses were 

called on to intervene in the way management and politicians run healthcare. 

 

This discursive move, to refute charges of irresponsibility and to recover the high 

ground of care, now defined as inclusive of a duty to protest poor conditions, was 

accomplished through a range of discursive strategies: First, politicization involved 

problematizing identities in nursing: the nurses who favored taking collective action 

insisted that traditional nurse identity discourages a concern with one’s own health, 

which in the long run is detrimental to quality care. One informant thus remarked: 

“Time will show that in order to be able to do good we also have to do right by 

ourselves, or we’ll just drain ourselves out . . . and then who will do good?” 

Mobilization included talking openly about feelings of fatigue, stress, and harsh 

conditions, and dissolving the opposition between “doing right by oneself” and 

“doing good.” Next, politicization expands the concept of caring, something that was 

achieved by framing the conflict in certain ways. Deteriorating conditions and the 

nationwide surge in nurse protest was thus viewed in a metaperspective, as an 

expression of the shift away from universalistic welfare policy to a policy of 

“austerity” and marketization. Analogously, the local conflict was also viewed as an 

expression of a long struggle for gender equality. These expansive frames into which 

conflict was inserted corresponded to attributing an enlarged, political significance 

to care whereby the latter is inclusive of a range of political practices. Third, another 

discursive strategy used to render collective action and caring coterminous was 

appropriating the rhetoric on professionalism. Collective action was signified as an 

assertion of best practice and refusal of inferior practice. This included stressing how 

cutbacks on education and planning, intended to keep the ward up to date with the 

state of research, brought improvements in working methods and organization to a 

halt. 

 

In conclusion, article I shows that the collective action involved appropriating and 

politicizing care. This amounted to inverting the virtue script; the collective action 

becomes another form of caring, or a mode of patient advocacy. The virtue script 

was not circumvented or discarded, but appropriated in a way that subjected it to 

important alterations at the same time as it was preserved in certain respects. Thus, 

although politicization dissolved the opposition between caring for others and 
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caring for oneself, and instead asserted their interconnection, politicization also 

preserved the ethical frame of evaluating nurses in terms of their duty to “do good.” 

 

 

6.2. Politicization as normalization  

 

“What are the contradictory implications of this particular appropriation for gender 

relations?” 

 

Article II inspects the way politicization emerges as the primary frame in which to 

articulate collective action. This process is contradictory; it is not ontologically uni-

vocal, since it contains multiple accents that compete with politicization. Article II 

does this by attending to positioning at specific turning points in a narrative. That 

is, it focuses on the instances when narrated events spur radical changes in the 

meaning attributed to self, others, and actions (Riessman 2002: 705–6). 

 

Before engaging in strictly narrative analysis, article II illustrates how NPM reform 

provides opportunities for collective action in specialized and commodified fields of 

registered nursing. Informants thus accounted for the financial pressure they were 

able to put on management due to the intercounty market in healthcare services. In 

other words, because other counties purchase services delivered at specialized units, 

workers in such commodified enclaves of public service can inflict the kind of 

financial loss, wield the same “structural power” (Silver 2003: 13), as workers do in, 

say, private manufacturing industry. Relatedly, a flexible and vast labor market for 

specialized nurses has opened up in recent years, in conjunction with shortages of 

nursing staff, the advent of private employment agencies, and growing demand for 

registered nurses in Norway. Such developments, which relate to NPM reform and 

neoliberal restructuring generally, have facilitated registered nurses’ push for better 

conditions, by increasing the mobility of labor. 

 

The turning points identified in article II occurred simultaneously at two different 

narrative levels: the level of the local dispute and that of the history of the nursing 

profession. Thus, in the first turning point, a catalyzing event involving the taking 

on of a male nurse at an exceptionally high wage triggered mobilization, while, at 

the second narrative level, informants related how an accommodating and docile 

nursing profession is now becoming increasingly combative. The later assessment 

was based on a comparison with male-gendered occupations (e.g., mining, forestry, 

auto production) deemed militant compared to docile women care workers. At this 

stage, there existed multiple accents in which grievances were articulated. Gender 
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equality was one such accent; the local conflict was thus posited in the wide frame 

of improving women’s social position by upgrading care work. 

 

However, when push came to shove and activist nurses tried to mobilize as many of 

their colleagues as possible behind the threat to resign, setbacks prompted new 

evaluations of the local situation, as well as the nursing profession at large. Only a 

minority of the registered nurses at the ward agreed to resign unless wages were 

raised. Activist nurses5 interpreted this as an expression of lingering submissive 

attitudes among nurses, locally and in general, and as they rallied colleagues to the 

cause and tried to refute charges of irresponsibility and selfishness (as analyzed in 

article I), they increasingly relied on framing conflict in terms of an ethics of care. In 

other words, accents such as gender equality faded from view at this stage in their 

narratives. It should be noted that these nurses related that they experienced being 

under heavy pressure from the media, management, and coworkers at this stage.  

 

The third and final turning point was located at the conclusion of the conflict. The 

immediate result was an exceptionally large wage hike, although activists did not 

consider it as a satisfactory result. Most who vowed to resign followed through. In 

part, this dissatisfaction is explained by their estimate that the raise was insufficient 

to significantly improve ward staff levels. The raise was given to all county nurses 

in this category, meaning that local staff levels were unlikely to be changed in any 

major way. On the other hand, at the outset activists had hoped to effect a lasting 

change in the assertiveness of their coworkers, reflecting an assessment that nurses 

generally had grown militant and weary of poor conditions; the conflict had been 

discouraging in this regard, as several colleagues abstained from participation, and 

some were directly adversarial to the idea of collective resignation. The conclusion 

of the conflict thus prompted a revaluation of the local situation and of the status of 

the profession at large, cementing an impression that nurses were still held back by 

anachronistic ideas of virtue and calling. 

 

The concluding discussion in article II calls attention to the fact that dissatisfaction 

on the part of activist nurses was conditioned by the fact that a frame of gender 

equality had been replaced by that of (politicized) care or patient advocacy. If the 

outcome of the conflict is interpreted in terms of the former, then the wage hike (not 

only at this ward but in the county as a whole) appears as a successful effort to 

upgrade a predominantly female line of work. Article II also calls attention to the 

constitutive role played by intersubjectivity; the assessment that coworkers were 

caught up in traditional ways of thinking that proscribed collective action caused 

                                                           
5 The co-author and I treat as activists the informants positioning themselves as promoters of collective action. 
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many activists to lower their expectations and to swiftly give up on mobilizing the 

whole nursing collective. All in all, article II illuminates the contradictory 

implications for gender relations of appropriating elements of the virtue script 

through politicization by (1) showing that labor conflict is itself contradictory (i.e., 

not ontologically univocal) in that it holds many accents, and by (2) showing how 

politicization arose in tradeoff with the more explicitly feminist rhetoric of gender 

equality. 

 

 

6.3. Normalization as real abstraction 

 

“How does contemporary labor conflict in nursing relate to specifically neoliberal 

modes of control?” 

 

Article II has already illustrated how NPM reform and the neoliberal restructuring 

of public service more generally, by commoditizing services, provide opportunities 

for contemporary forms of conflict such as the collective resignation. While article II 

thus sheds some light on the above question, article III moves from these features of 

contemporary healthcare organizations to subjectivation processes. Setting out to 

analyze the complexities inherent in the efficacy of images of the ideal worker, it 

engages a long-standing debate in labor process theory on the interconnections of 

power and subjectivity. 

 

In the eighties, debates on contemporary labor processes came under the influence 

of poststructuralist theories (e.g., Knights and Willmott 1989), as did many areas of 

social research. Marxist perspectives that had dominated this field were criticized 

for lacking a theory of the subject. The problem of how workers develop identities 

and ways of understanding work, that is, how they are constituted as subjects, had 

to be analyzed with a set of concepts different from “class consciousness” or “false 

consciousness,” so the argument went (and despite some Marxists [e.g., Burawoy 

1979] having recently advanced immanent critiques of such crude conceptual 

toolkits). It is in this context that an interest in ideal workers, as discussed in section 

4.3, arose. The ideal worker is an image of the traits management wishes workers to 

possess, and in the case of nursing these traits are partly coterminous with the virtue 

script. Some researchers have conceptualized management’s cultivation of these 

traits in terms of interpellation (Batnitzky and McDowell 2011). Here, the ideal 

worker is seen as a subject position and a more or less conscious identification. As 

against this, article III draws on recent Marxist work to theorize the ideal worker in 

nursing as a real abstraction, an abstraction that has “achieved practical truth” (Marx 

1973: 105), which is something rather different. 
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Considered as a real abstraction, the ideal worker may inscribe itself on a subject as 

an identification, but this is just one of its possible forms of inscription. Above all, it 

exists in reiterated practices that have become autonomous of the agents who carry 

them out: “a relation existing as being-for-itself” (Marx 1973: 302). Ideal workers as 

real abstractions are tied to the abstraction of labor, its dictation “at the level of the 

mechanism itself” to use an idiom of Foucault’s (1979: 137), that results from labor’s 

real subsumption, or the shift public professionals encounter with NPM reform as 

their autonomy is overridden by objectified knowledge (cf. section 2.3). Before the 

real abstraction takes on thought-form, this form is already enacted; it already exists 

in habit, in automatized practices. The methodological corollary is that this kind of 

normalization does not surface as a moral inclination or an identification but as the 

“truth” of work. Regardless of whether it informs a worker’s sense of identity and a 

set of principles regulating her actions, these “truths” are part of the ontological 

outlook of the worker subject. This minute infrastructure of thought is hard to 

unearth but labor conflict is especially disposed to do so, because it transpires in a 

situation where this ontology is in flux (cf. chapter five). 

 

Article III analyzes the efficacy of the ideal worker as real abstraction by attending 

to how three informants, with radically different ways of relating to the episode of 

labor conflict, position themselves toward each other and toward collective action. 

Their respective stances on this action are termed “radical” (promoter), “traditional” 

(against), and “bystander” (neutral). Analysis shows that this pattern of positioning 

corresponds to different forms of identity work. That is, radicalism is underpinned 

by applying the values of professionalism and caring in a particular way; 

traditionalism relies on a diametrically opposed application of caring to condemn 

collective action as careless and greedy, a condemnation that the bystander does not 

endorse because this individual does not regard caring as essential to being a nurse; 

what the bystander shares with the traditionalist, and what accounts for their shared 

abstention from collective action, is a concept of professionalism as being able to 

accommodate fast-paced work; something the radical scorns as “running around 

like crazy.” Identity work thus relates to certain notions of what nursing is really 

like, its truths. In fact, the three stances share an outlook on nursing as stressful, 

poorly remunerated, and hence, involving a level of sacrifice or self-effacement. 

What separates radicalism is a belief in the changeability of this reality; the other 

positions do not relate to this reality as changeable and thus argue that nurses might 

as well accommodate it while trying to keep a positive attitude. 

 

Against this backdrop article III concludes that “individuals do no strictly speaking 

identify with an image of the ideal worker; they do not “believe” in this manner. 
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Rather, they believe in the “truth” of this ideal; they believe that reality corresponds 

to the ideal worker.” The analysis of labor conflict in nursing in article III thus 

illuminates specifically neoliberal modes of control by suggesting that an 

automatism, pertaining to aspects of nursing work under NPM, is displaced onto 

wider conceptions of the nature of work. This insidious form of normalization does 

not subjectivate primarily in the sense of providing workers with an identity and 

integrating them in a meaningful and normative lifeworld but by conjuring 

teleology, that is, impressions of inevitability. Putting it in a slightly different way, 

it causes the form of automatism, pertaining to aspects of subsumed work, to be 

incorporated into conceptions of work in general, thereby disempowering subjects 

by inducing them to view their own activity as external to their agential scope. 

 

 

6.4. Abstraction, diremption, and appropriation 

 

“What can labor conflict in nursing say about labor conflict generally under neolib-

eralism?” 

 

Article IV places the results of the preceding articles in a wider frame. It considers 

appropriation, normalization, and real abstraction as an internally related complex 

of phenomena, pertaining to the transformation of public professional work under 

neoliberalism. Article IV starts by observing some trends in labor conflict and the 

restructuring of work. I observe that there has occurred a gradual tertiarization of 

conflict (a move toward services) in recent decades in advanced capitalism; that as 

part of this new pattern of conflict, public professionals stand out as strike prone; 

and that these professionals often deploy the ethics and ideals of the welfare state in 

their collective actions. On the side of the restructuring of work, the article notes that 

professional autonomy is increasingly circumscribed because of NPM reform, and 

this is accompanied by a rhetorical shift in many areas of public service, away from 

discourses tied to apparatuses that formed the Keynesian welfare state, and toward 

generic discourses of efficiency, utility, and competition. Article IV attempts to 

account for these trends concerning labor conflict and the restructuring of public 

professional work by focusing on the interconnections between appropriation, 

normalization, and real abstraction. 

 

Marcos Ancelovici (2011) has described present-day public sector workers fighting 

“austerity” policy as “reactionary radicals,” since they fight to protect the conditions 

and values of a phase in welfare state history that seems to be on the way out. They 

are fighting the incoming tide, so to speak, of neoliberal transformation, and in so 

doing, they appropriate the discourses of the old welfare apparatuses. (Of course, 
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this must neither be a reactionary move nor be bound to fail.6) In this regard, article 

IV discusses why these old welfarist discourses were there for the workers’ taking 

in the first place. As I have discussed extensively with regard to nursing, the way 

public professions were defined, and the wider systems of signification to which 

these definitions relate, have often served as resources used by management to deter 

workers from taking collective action in the past. In other words, how did these 

discourses travel from the side of control to the side of contestation? Article IV 

suggests that a generic neoliberal discourse of efficiency, utility, and competition has 

decentered, even made obsolete, the ideals and ideas that used to be key to the 

process of normalization in the Keynesian welfare state. But the old discourses and 

their associated ideals linger like ghosts, who occasionally return from the past to 

haunt the neoliberal state in outbursts of worker resistance; public workers do not 

“immanently critique” neoliberalism—they retrieve something about to disappear. 

 

Theoretically, this process may be understood as one of diremption and 

reintegration. Article IV develops this conceptualization with specific reference to 

Hegelian dialectics and its redeployment by Catherine Malabou. Together with the 

theme of real abstraction, “diremption” is an important characteristic of neoliberal 

processes that change working life (and it is explored further in the last part of the 

seventh chapter). The two are interrelated in the sense that the growing 

circumscription of professional autonomy, which as I explained in the previous 

section founds a new mode of normalization that can be described as ideal workers 

as real abstractions, is making the self-disciplined subject, in a classic Foucauldian 

sense, redundant. Hence, it is paving the way for the neoliberal state’s divestment 

of the discourses of the old welfare apparatuses, and also paving the way for the 

latter’s revival as part of worker resistance. Whereas subsumption of public 

professions enables new modes of normalization based on real abstraction, which 

causes the old discourses to become dirempt, on the other hand, diremption (the 

detachment or sundering of old welfarist ideals by the capitalist state) enables 

revival (reintegration). 

 

In extracting these overall implications of labor conflict in nursing, article IV points 

to a theoretical framework in which to consider labor conflict under neoliberalism: 

along with articles I–III it points to a dialectic of normalization and appropriation. 

Of course, this framework is only valid in certain times, places, and areas of work in 

public service—but insofar as labor conflict today has an epicenter in the public 

services, and to the extent that this links to NPM, I think it accounts for important 

                                                           
6 That appropriation is not bound to bring normalization back through the backdoor is discussed in the following 

chapter in relation to the themes of recognition and the body. 
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tendencies. In the following chapter I reflect on how articles I–IV suggest a 

framework for thinking about normalization and appropriation together. It should 

also be added here that in this summary of article IV I have intentionally left out 

some aspects dealing with how the worker subject is split as it is subjected to these 

new modes of control—this will be treated extensively in the next chapter. 
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7. REFLECTIONS 

 

 

I will now unfold the preliminary remarks in chapter four against the background 

of articles I–IV. This results in a theoretical framework answering the overarching 

question of the thesis: how can normalization and appropriation be understood in 

light of this study of labor conflict in nursing? In developing this framework I will 

focus on an irregular concept of form and insist that normalization and appropriation 

—control and resistance—should be thought of together, whence the enveloping 

term “plasticity,” conveying how they share a common field. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The dialectic or coemergence of normalization and appropriation becomes clear if it 

is considered in terms of form, that is to say, the embodiment of form in nursing 

work, because form is both what controls workers, an aspect I will stress drawing on 

the concept of real abstraction, and what militant workers have to appropriate. Here, 

form does not refer to the ideal and immaterial, nor to imagery or the figural, but to 

principles evoked by regularities in how bodies move, thought-forms reflective of social 

forms, structuring how we understand the world. 

 

Hence, care will be explored as form. This means that a subversive appropriation—

what Briskin calls the politicization—of care, which reworks what it takes hold of, 

does not seize mere elements of discourse (i.e., words, beliefs, and representations); 

nor are the aspects of care that have contributed to reproducing forms of exploitation 

in nursing—foremost, the virtue script as discussed in chapter three—merely active 

as discourse. Because care is form; it is embodied. And while appropriation concerns 

subjectivity (subversive consciousness) and may thus seem to be restricted to thought, 

it will be argued that subjectivity is an internal relation of body and self. 

 

These matters turn on different aspects of form that are encapsulated by plasticity 

as the receiving, exploding, and giving of form. I will discuss how, in neoliberalism, 

nursing receives form, while certain old forms are exploded, and how this enables 

nurses to give form through the subversive appropriation of care. Lastly, I should 

note that to illustrate what this framework brings to normalization theory, I will 

need to engage some defining work in this field. 

 

Plasticity/ 

Form 

Normalization 

Embodiment 

Appropriation 

Subjectivity 
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7.1. Normalization I: social form and thought-form 

The second and third chapter broached the themes of labor subsumption and real 

abstraction as features of NPM. Here, I bring out how these concepts relate to the 

receiving of form, that is, how subjects receive form as they are exposed to certain 

modalities of control that I regard as hallmarks of normalization in neoliberalism. 

Because plasticity involves an idea of form as real rather than ideal, normalization, 

taken in terms of the receiving of form, works above all at the level of embodiment. 

Empirically, the study approaches this by focusing on the split between selves and 

the “truth” of nursing in conflict narratives (cf. section 6.3). This “truth” is a set of 

ideas about what work in nursing is like, irrespective of any agency on the part of 

those incarnating the position of nurse, and I argue that this principle of inevitability 

is a crucial facet of normalization. This “truth” is a thought-form coterminous with 

social forms arising in work that is in the process of being really subsumed, that is, 

a form functioning as an instrument of control—a real abstraction (Marx 1973: 164). 

I want to explain this a bit further, and then indicate how this conception makes a 

contribution to normalization theory. 

 

Real subsumption makes an automaton of labor, and the restructuring of work in 

the public services along NPM lines involves just such a tendency. This process is 

the background to article III and the analysis of the virtue script as a real abstrac-

tion. It involves a peculiar projection, whereby the automatism of work appears to 

be ascribed to the virtue qualities of nursing. This is brought out in instances when 

informants switch between moral and ontological registers. When an ontological 

statement of fact—“this [stress, understaffing, low pay] is life in this business”—is 

used to buttress a moral claim—“we are nurses and we are here for the [patients], 

and they got the short end of the stick here”—by affirming the futility of attempting 

to radically improve conditions, it is clear that the (un)willingness to go along with 

collective action pivots on ideas about the (un)changeability of work. Another way 

in which imprints of automatism can be seen is how informants exteriorize them-

selves when talking about work: some “one” else is toiling; the subject is elsewhere. 

Thus the sense of changeability in this area of nursing is eroded by NPM, or better, 

by forms embodied in subsumed work, by real appearances of inevitability. 

 

Hence, as part of an overall framework (which I will continue to explain) provided 

by plasticity, this amounts to a “receiving of form,” taken as a receiving of specific 

thought-forms by the way work is molded through real subsumption. To see how 

this contributes to normalization theory, it is helpful to revisit a seminal statement 

on “discipline” and “normalization.” According to Foucault, discipline is a constant 

control and shaping of activities through drills, punishment, surveillance, and so on. 

Regarding the traits of disciplined subjects, Foucault states: “a calculated constraint 

runs slowly through each part of the body, mastering it, making it pliable, ready at 
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all times, turning silently into the automatism of habit” (1979: 135). Discipline thus 

targets the movement of the body, directing it motion by motion according to preset 

sequences; here, it is a matter “not of treating the body, en masse, “wholesale”, as if 

it were an indissociable unity, but of working it “retail”, individually; of exercising 

upon it a subtle coercion, of obtaining holds upon it at the level of the mechanism 

itself” (ibid: 136–7). “Normalization,” in turn, is an aspect of disciplinary power and 

entails explication of an ideal: disciplinary punishment is punishment as correction, 

serving to universalize the impulse to conform to an ideal, or optimum (ibid: 183): 

schools, clinics, and so forth brought a penalty of the norm very different from the 

penalty of law, since the object was no longer merely to separate the good from the 

bad but to correct, or normalize (ibid: 182–4). 

 

This analysis of discipline, as the precondition to normalization, relates to the kind 

of usurpation of professional autonomy enforced by NPM in certain areas of public 

service; Foucault (1979: 183) already noted how disciplinary techniques function in 

a “standardization of industrial processes” that strips workers of autonomy. I have 

observed earlier that the reorganization of healthcare along NPM lines relies on an 

objectified knowledge used to oversee and standardize labor; this turns part of the 

work of public professionals into what Foucault in the above referred to as habit—

and, as he makes clear, habits embody ideals: these habits arise as people are made 

to conform to an optimum against which they are compared and valued. To see how 

the present study, and the experiences of struggle by specialist nurses, supplement 

this account of normalization, I will now show how the concept of real abstraction, 

when related to these experiences, gives “another turn of the screw” in that it relates 

habit not to an optimum, but to form. 

 

Foucault focuses how knowledge is internal to practice, that is, embodied, and so 

does real abstraction: the difference is that what is internal to the practices discussed 

by Foucault is a knowledge of “man,” a threshold or optimum that people should 

reach or strive toward. In contrast, real abstraction thematizes something smaller 

than this; it attends to the principles that enable, for instance, the formation of an 

optimum, that is, thought-forms that constitute an embedded and unconscious part 

of ostensibly non-ideological practices. This is important because it is not the case 

that the ideal worker in nursing, as it becomes real abstraction, is effective as an 

instrument of control because it institutes an optimum toward which nurses must 

strive; it is effective in that it portrays the realization of this ideal—self-sacrifice in 

the face of harsh conditions—as an inevitability, by adding to the virtue script, to this 

image of nursing, the form of automatism: the appearance that it is fait accompli, a 

done deal, because work begins to “really appear” automatic, to move on its own, 

outside the subject’s sphere of influence. 
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7.2. Appropriation I: seizing subjectivity 

Plasticity also means the giving of form, which is understood here as a capacity to 

radically rework forms: the episode of collective action that I analyze involves an 

appropriation of care, and I will discuss how this can be grasped as the reworking 

of forms of subjectivity. Care is a form in the sense discussed above, but it remains 

to be shown how other aspects of care—in the first place ones tied to a conception of 

femininity—is (embodied) form. However, here I will put matters of embodiment 

and form aside (they will be explored further in section 7.3) and focus what I call the 

dilemma of appropriation: how can collective action that appropriates elements of 

gendered identity break with processes of exploitation that have founded this very 

identity, because as articles I and II illustrate, nurses appropriated aspects of gender 

identity in framing collective action as patient advocacy (thereby presenting them-

selves as “virtuous”)? To answer this question, and show its theoretical significance, 

I believe it is necessary to retain a certain concept of subject. 

 

Simone de Beauvoir famously called on women to assume the position of subject, 

placing the dilemma of appropriation at the center of a pioneering critique of what 

is today often called normalization. However, later on, this caused de Beauvoir to be 

fiercely criticized (Irigaray 1995: 8). If the subject is the centerpiece of the patriarchal 

edifice, then its appropriation will not change this order of gender relations, so the 

argument went. It seems de Beauvoir is faulted with the obverse sin to that of the 

politicization of care: while the first is accused of endorsing the reproduction of the 

tacitly masculine role of subject, politicization appears to mean that nurses repro-

duce the subject’s “other”: femininity. However, to better understand the concept of 

subject that is the terrain on which this debate unfolds, it is helpful to consider some 

key parts of de Beauvoir’s own analysis. 

 

The basics of de Beauvoir’s analysis are familiar. Woman is the “other” or negative 

of man. The other is a timeless category of consciousness: “no group ever sets itself 

up as the One without at once setting up the Other over against itself” (de Beauvoir 

1953: 16). Breaking out of this state of subservience means to “seek self-fulfillment 

in transcendence,” and only then will the kind of becoming that is confined to man, 

as he interacts with nature through labor, be extended to woman (ibid: 77, 89–90). 

However, it should be stressed that de Beauvoir did not regard the subject as some 

timeless structure immune to historical change. Although accused of upholding a 

Cartesian mind/body dualism, she in fact showed it is male domination that causes 

this very dualism to appear: “since the coming of the patriarchate, Life has worn in 

[man’s] eyes a double aspect; it is consciousness, will, transcendence, it is the spirit; 

and it is matter, passivity, immanence, it is the flesh” (ibid: 163). Evidently, this is a 

historical, not transhistorical, feature of the subject (cf. ibid: 183–5, 264). 
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de Beauvoir thought it was possible to change subjectivity, and that resistance must 

work on extant forms—it must appropriate and change subjectivity as it exists. How-

ever, it may be said that she did not describe a mechanism by which collective action 

can avoid reinscription into normalization, what I call the dilemma of appropriation. 

This Monique Wittig did. But before discussing this, I will reconnect with the case 

study. The dilemma of appropriation is in this connection: that an appropriation of 

care in collective action would only seem to reproduce pernicious norms insofar as 

care, as a historical entity, is tied to a notion of femininity, in turn tied to patriarchy. 

At any rate, this strategy has a long history in the nursing profession. To assert the 

rationality and the ethics of care—against bureaucracy as well as marketization—

persists as a way of articulating collective action, and this study is far from alone in 

showing this (Briskin 2013). The “rationality of care” (Waerness 1984) has afforded 

an independent voice in which to assert claims to knowledge and legitimacy even as 

this rationality is inscribed in modalities of exploitation and patriarchal subjection 

(Dahl 2009: Selberg 2012). That is to say, care is both what has given nurses an ability 

to resist subjection, by rendering them the legitimate advocate of patients, and what 

has made nurses endure and consent to poor conditions, as they are persuaded to 

“go the extra mile” for patients. 

 

Accordingly, articles I–II show, on the one hand, how politicization of care allows 

the articulation of grievances and demands, and on the other, the reinscription of 

the resistant act in traditional modes of normalization and female socialization in 

nursing. It may seem the dilemma is inevitable, that collective action harking back 

to an old ideal must fail in this sense. This would be devastating, because, as article 

IV shows, the dilemma of appropriation is part of wider trends: present-day labor 

militancy is in many cases “reactionary”; it seizes an old welfarist ethos and uses it 

to discredit neoliberal reform. However, a feature of the collective action analyzed 

here points to a possibility other than reinscription into normalization. I argue that 

this redemptive feature is “totalization.” 

 

This concept is central to Wittig’s dialectical view of exploitation and subversion. 

Wittig shares with de Beauvoir an emphasis on appropriating subjectivity. Thus, it 

will not do simply to “reject the transcendental subject,” because oppressed groups, 

according to Wittig (1992: 15–7), require both an individual and a collective identity 

to fight oppression. She argues that man occupies the site of the universal in socie-

ties based on the category of sex, and it is important to understand this statement, 

since it is the inverse of subversive totalization. The statement reflects a materialist 

view of the relation of the universal and the particular. In a positivist, that is, idealist, 

view, the universal is solely ideal, or “nominal,” the property of mind; accordingly, 
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the universal signifies the common traits of otherwise different phenomena, while 

the concrete or the particular signifies the sensually given that exhibits those traits. 

However, there is an alternative—to wit, to entertain the idea of concrete universals 

or the becoming universal of a particular (cf. Ilyenkov 2008). This is how I read the 

statement “the category of sex is a totalitarian one” (Wittig 1992: 8); it is a particular 

made universal by reducing individuals to properties—physical attributes—which 

are imbued with vast symbolic import. Concrete universals totalize, or structure, the 

social by an unlimited extension of their particular logic (ibid: 25-8; Granberg 2014). 

That is, the concrete universal, if not impeded by other totalizing processes, will in 

time permeate and thus radically alter its surroundings (for instance, think of how 

capital changes things into commodities), turning all surrounding elements into its 

own conditions of existence. Importantly, this goes for exploitation as well as sub-

version. Having set out the rudiments of her theory, I will now show, in relation to 

the problem of politicization of care, how Wittig’s theory allows an understanding 

of how subversive appropriation can break with normalization. 

 

Wittig explains how, by drawing on the “excessive materiality” of existing entities 

(in literary work in the field of “minority writing” Wittig appropriated pronouns), 

that is, the sides of entities that have not been turned into conditions of existence of 

a concrete universal, these entities can be appropriated subversively. However, this 

necessitates a radical (egalitarian) totalization, a different kind of universalization of 

life. The implication for strategies of politicization of care in labor conflict is that 

such a move must go all the way, meaning that the role of the caring subject must be 

devised so as to include other workers in the militant group on a mutual basis, 

foremost being assistant nurses and auxiliary staff (cf. Briskin and Newson 1999). 

This was difficult in this particular mobilization, which drew on nursing’s culture of 

professionalism (see section 6.1) and on associated demarcations, thus relegating 

other groups outside the field of care work proper and outside the resistant entity. 

However, the nurses verged on totalization in instances when they joined protest as 

a caring act to themes of resisting austerity and struggling for gender equality. In 

light of the above discussion, these are totalizing frames because—if this is put in 

terms of plasticity—collective action then gives form, creates form, by exploding the 

parameters of the extant form on which it works. Insofar as these wide frames were 

used, the nurses avoided particular and exclusive identities based on the pre-

rogatives of the highly skilled specialized nurse, among these prerogatives, the right 

to speak for patients. In other words, insofar as an expansive collectivity was 

afforded this virtuous capacity, the pernicious aspect of care (the virtue script) was 

exploded—because, if everyone is in principle allowed to speak out on behalf of the 

needs of others, then speaking out ceases to be a specifically feminine capacity 

confined to a profession that epitomizes it. 
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7.3. Normalization II: embodying femininity 

Above I analyzed the specific mechanism of subversive appropriation—totalization—

involved, though not fully evolved, in the collective action sampled in this study. 

Appropriation amounts to what Malabou calls the giving of form, which may here 

be understood as a radical reworking of form. In the next section I will continue to 

explore this process, supplementing the overly discursive account just given with 

one focusing on the body. However, the latter will be premised on the notion that 

care is form, and a gendered one at that. So, in this section I focus on care as form. I 

do this with reference to a text by Irigaray, “Women on the Market.” 

 

There is still a predominance of women in nursing, whether specialist or not. Pace 

constructionism, this matters. Given this predominance, and pushing the analyses 

in articles II and III a little further, what transpires when nursing is exposed to the 

tendency of real subsumption can be understood in terms of a bodily economy, as 

analyzed by Irigaray, an economy that conveys certain impressions of what people 

who inhabit female bodies are like. It should be recalled here that the image of the 

ideal worker in nursing is not effective—as an instrument of control—because it is 

believed to symbolize superior moral principles, but because it is literally believed in: 

it is believed to correctly describe present-day nursing work; and informants who 

did not support collective action believe this is inevitably so. An analogous psychic 

mechanism is at work concerning gender. As one informant put it, “it’s a shame us 

women are like that … that we’re such an accepting sex.” Importantly, though it is 

said in a manner that distances the speaker from this supposed fact (the informant 

deplores it), it is still expressed as fact. I argue this testifies to how the automaticity 

of really subsumed work imparts a sense of facticity to an abstraction of “woman” 

in nursing. To see this, let’s first turn to “Women on the Market.” 

 

In this text Irigaray (1985) makes a formal comparison of patriarchy and exchange. 

Woman and exchange value are, to use Marx’s phrase, “phantom-like objectivities”: 

just as the exchange value of a commodity is not determined by its material physi-

ognomy, its use value, the value of woman’s body exists independently of real female 

bodies. Given the sheer scale of industries devoted to shaping the latter, this claim 

sounds absurd, but if it is accepted that the qualities “society” attributes to woman’s 

body are determined as they relate to the constitution of masculinity, it should be 

clear that the value of woman’s body pertains solely to man. This allows Irigaray to 

say that the exchange of women regulates relations between men (ibid: 172). Just as 

the indirect allocation of labor power through commodity exchange is regulated by 

the abstraction of socially necessary labor time, the abstraction of woman functions 

as a “locus of relations—hidden ones—between men” (ibid: 186). In this “practical 
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economy of the meta-physical” women are turned into abstract tokens that govern 

relations between men. However, while woman’s body is completely abstract—or 

“phantom-like”—this abstraction is articulated by regularities in how the bodies of 

real women circulate between men. What Irigaray shows is how these regularities, 

or social forms, contain the thought-form of woman. 

 

So, Irigaray’s text returns the discussion to normalization as embodiment of form. 

Though at this stage it can be seen how care, as a form constituted by regularities in 

how bodies circulate in nursing work, contains particular visions of femininity that 

underwrite the virtue script—not as morality believed in, but as believed fact: the 

reality of work itself—at a practical, unconscious level—thus evokes its mystifying 

explication. By these “regularities” I mean the automatism that accompanies really 

subsumed work, that is, bodies performing standardized work and thus appearing 

bereft of agency, and the equally real fact that this work is predominantly done by 

women. To recapitulate, in some areas of nursing NPM enforces the ingredients of 

automatism (i.e., speed-up, removal of professional control, objectified knowledge) 

by imposing control at the level of the mechanism itself, to use Foucault’s phrase. 

Following Irigaray’s analysis of the exchange of women, I thus argue that nursing 

stages an equation of female bodies and automatism, giving a sense of facticity to 

the ghost of virtuous femininity: “Florence,” many informants called it. 

 

 

7.4. Appropriation II: disintegration and subversion 

I now return to appropriation, though as I stated at the start of the chapter, the goal 

is to think appropriation and normalization together; to develop a framework for 

understanding the two and thus answer the overarching question of how they can 

be understood in light of the case study. So far, I have discussed how this conflict 

speaks of gender normalization and work in the context of neoliberalism and of a 

mechanism, totalization, allowing appropriation as politicization of care to escape 

reinscription into normalization. What remains to be shown in this section is, first, 

how the configuration of normalization in nursing—in a discursive sense—enables 

subversive appropriation in collective action. Second, because totalization per se is 

not enough—it must also be shown how this creative act becomes a real possibility 

for actually existing workers—it needs to be established how the enabling features 

of the configuration of normalization become conditions of possibility at the level of 

the body. To do this, I describe two dialectical principles: one is concerned with the 

body as habit, another with disintegration. Afterward follows two subsections: the 

first deals with the dynamics of disintegration, which are intrinsic to neoliberalism 

and facilitate subversive appropriation; the second with a split between body and 

self, and how this split in the subject makes possible a self-fashioning. 
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I have discussed how in Discipline and Punish habit is tied to Foucault’s concept of 

discipline. In a dialectical view, on the other hand, habit is a two-way idea. Hence, 

while section 7.1 linked habit to normalization, it is necessary here to stress its libe-

rating side: how it gives subjects a capacity to act. In fact, habit is what gets the self 

up and running, according to Malabou and Hegel, and it is a crucial moment in the 

emergence of spirit (culture in its physical and non-physical aspect) out of nature: 

The commencing of spirit necessitates the self, that is, an “I” marking the threshold 

of subjectivity—but the problem is that while individuals discover their selves as 

distinct entities and understand their surroundings as different from their selves, 

they simultaneously sense the presence of these surroundings within their selves, 

thus blurring the distinction. This disrupts subjectivity, because without a sense of 

the self as an object—that may be acted upon—self-fashioning, as the intervention 

of the subject on itself, becomes impossible. Now, habit is what permits a reprieve 

from this paralyzing tension. The reprieve afforded by habit is a feeling of self, and 

this feeling emerges from repetition: habitual ways of acting grant a sense of being 

and having the self, a receiving of form. This is possible, given a certain inattention 

and a related psychic externalization of environs (i.e., “content”): in habit, “the soul 

possesses the content … in such a manner that in these features it is not active as 

sentient” (Hegel cited in Malabou 2005: 37). Habit thus lends a “second nature,” a 

split between body and self. For Hegel and Malabou, this is disempowering as well 

as empowering, something I will return to shortly in section 7.4.2. 

 

So, that is the first point. Second, disintegration is an aspect of the dialectic, seen as 

a movement (cf. Malabou 2005: 146). In any emergent system, there is first of all a 

movement wherein this system gathers external elements and turns these elements 

into its conditions of existence (Hegel 2010: 81–2), that is, a process of totalization as 

described by Wittig. Elements are thus internally related as part of this system and 

lose their “immediacy,” Hegel says, because only some of their aspects are realized 

in this system of relations. However, besides this integration, there is a production of 

disparity, a disintegration. This is vital because disintegration makes possible the 

creation of new relations; new assemblages arise as the elements are integrated in 

new systems of relations. Consider these rightfully famous lines from the opening 

of the Phenomenology of Spirit: 

 

The activity of dissolution is the power and work of the Understanding … The circle 

that remains self-enclosed and … holds its moments together … has nothing astoni-

shing about it. But that an accident as such, detached from what circumscribes it … 

should attain an existence of its own and a separate freedom—that is the tremendous 

power of the negative. (Hegel 1977: 18–9; see also Marx 2010b: 168) 
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I will now analyze the implications, pertaining to this study, of these two themes—

habit as condition of possibility of spirit at the level of the body, and disintegration as 

an indispensable aspect of the dialectic—starting with the latter. 

 

 

7.4.1. Disintegration and politicization 

In article IV I use Malabou’s reading of Hegel to interrogate the implications of the 

divestment by states of discourses that used to function as means of labor control. 

These discourses once formed the ethos of welfare states but have become margin-

alized under neoliberalism. Care is a case in point. Ironically and importantly, the 

discourses are thereby allowed to take on what Hegel in the above quote described 

as “a separate freedom” and can in this state be seized by public workers; this is the 

trend where public workers mobilize welfarist discourse against neoliberalism and 

cutbacks, what Ancelovici (2011) referred to as “reactionary radicalism.” However, 

“reactionary” is a little misleading if taken in a colloquial sense. 

 

Because, politicization does bring something new. And this results from a dialectic 

of disintegration and reintegration, intimately related to neoliberalism. As explained 

above, elements integrated into a system petrify, cease to change, with the realization 

of some of their aspects. However, their unrealized, or “virtually” existing, aspects 

are liberated when the other side of the dialectic, “the activity of dissolution,” tears 

the system apart, separating and reanimating its parts. Accordingly, neoliberalism 

is a disintegrating force that decenters and liberates care. Because of its emphasis on 

market imperatives, other imperatives can only be allowed a shadowy existence—if 

they survive at all. But neoliberalism thus undoes care’s removal from “immediacy,” 

to use Hegel’s words, in the Keynesian configuration, and so enables politicization 

to bring facets of care into play that formerly had only a virtual existence: discursive 

disintegration caused by neoliberalism is exactly what allows care to be turned in 

stark opposition to imperatives of competition, cost-cutting, or utility. So, through 

politicization—and this also goes for other appropriations of welfarist discourse by 

workers who fight neoliberal “reform”—care is tinged with an anti-capitalist flare 

that was all but inexistent in the past. 

 

The other side of this process is, of course, tendencies toward real subsumption of 

public service, and it can now be seen that what I call the Keynesian configuration—

akin to Foucault’s disciplines—is being substituted by a neoliberal configuration in 

which disintegration of welfarist discourse and real subsumption are key features. 

Now, the latter splits the subject from itself, from its own toil, as toil turns habitual; 

paradoxically, this opens possibilities for subversion. This I turn to next. 
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7.4.2. Subsumption and subversion 

This contradictory effect of the transformation of work is treated in article IV. In the 

foreground is the redemptive side to the disjunction, first analyzed in article III, 

between nursing as “truth” and informants’ selves (see section 6.3). On the one hand, 

this disjunction points to an automatism that invades public service, and I have up 

till now stressed its normalizing and disempowering effects. On the other hand, 

building on the above analysis of habit, this can be seen to open up the possibility 

that subjects disidentify from self-images that constrain resistance to exploitation. In 

the following, I start by relating how this disjunction shows up in the material and 

attests to a particular experience of work. I then discuss the implication of this for 

understanding appropriation. 

 

The disjunction is revealed in a distance taken by the speaker toward its activities: 

work is what “one” or “you” does; moreover, it is described as an activity that, 

although carried out by one’s body, does not pertain to one’s self. In other words, 

the disjunction relayed here, I argue, is the same as that between body and self as 

was seen to be foundational of subjectivity in the above discussion of habit as part 

of the emergence of spirit. However, in the context of this episode of labor conflict 

and the way speakers situate themselves in talking about it and about work itself, 

the disjunction can be seen to inhere in the real subsumption of work: this is what 

prevents the self from controlling the activity in which the body is engaged, hence 

what creates the disjunction in the first place. In the many stories I was told of how 

nurses no longer had any say, were no longer able to exercise professional control, a 

vital—though I think easily neglected—dialectical implication is the sundering of the 

speaker: the speaker is in effect positioning itself against itself, its self against its own 

actions as body. Not being in control of work, as article I shows, was considered 

irresponsible; when relieved by the next shift, the informant does not even 

remember what to inform them about, because “you’ve just been running around.” 

The key fact here is that the self is nowhere, because, if it’s not where the body is at, 

then where is it? The self is in a sense nothing—it does not coincide with an actual 

body—meaning that it can now be anything: the nullification of self that a critique 

of one’s own activity entails opens a possibility for self-fashioning. 

 

Disidentifying from one’s own activity means taking an outsider’s view of oneself, 

a detachment that enables the formation of new kinds of attachment—perhaps of 

“fidelities” to revolutionary events (Badiou 2005: 240). But this view from nowhere is 

not the guarantor of an objectivist, “detached” position, but precisely the condition 

of possibility of a committed, partisan and transformative stand. Section 7.2 showed 

that this involves a totalizing, as opposed to professional, concept of care; a concept 
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that sheds many old determinations to assume egalitarian ones. As such, disidenti-

fication relates to the third quality of plasticity, the power to bestow or give form. 

This divided, rather than pluralized, aspect of subjectivity is perhaps distinctive of 

a dialectical account and is brought out nicely by Malabou’s dialogue with Butler 

(2011: 623) on the body in Hegel: “the transcendental and empirical forms of the ‘I’ 

are alien to each other, and the body appears as an other self within the self.” Thus, 

consciousness is always “out of itself,” part of that hetero-affected structure which 

Malabou describes as the subject’s plasticity. Subjectivity is both the crystallization 

of form and its annihilation, a disjunction based in the body as “a foreign being that 

contradicts the unity of the self” (ibid: 624). 

 

This non-coincidence of the subject with itself, with its self as this self is constituted in 

power relations, founds agency. Non-coincidence, a process of splitting the subject, 

facilitates detachment from normalized self and is the condition of a self-fashioning. 

This self-fashioning is, in turn, an interchange between body and self. In a Marxist 

view this can be thought as the emergence of the proletariat, or better, the process of 

proletarianization, developing in overlapping series of appearance, disappearance, 

and reappearance (Silver 2003; cf. Marx 1976: 271-2, note 3). The real subsumption 

of specialist nursing is a case in point, but in a wider sense the argument applies to 

proletarianization of public professionals under neoliberalism. This process would 

appear to take the following route: the worker subject is split, as the welfarist ethos 

is decentered by neoliberal imperatives, and furthermore, the self is progressively 

dirempted from the habitual—automatic—character taken on by work as it is really 

subsumed; this makes possible the taking of an outsider’s view of oneself and hence 

disidentifying with self-images that constrain resistance to exploitation, which in 

turn makes possible the creation of new self-images, that is, an act of self-fashioning 

that fundamentally reworks, appropriates, elements of the old ethos. 
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8. CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

In this chapter I give a brief response to the general question posed in section 1.2: 

How can normalization and appropriation be understood in light of this study of 

labor conflict in nursing? 

 

As stated at the outset, the present thesis is part of a group effort to explore gender 

normalization in neoliberal times (see Fahlgren et al. 2011; Fahlgren et al. 2016). In 

terms of gender normalization, the implications of the analysis of labor conflict in 

nursing in this study are that a “virtue script” inhering in a particular discourse on 

nursing, which has evolved since the birth of the profession, is radically altered; that 

this script merges with an automatism pertaining to work under neoliberalism as 

public service undergoes far-reaching changes; and that this novel mode of normali-

zation does not rely on cultivating an attachment to identifications; rather, its 

specifically normalizing effect is to render social facts asocial, that is, to render them 

inevitable features of individuals’ life activities. Thus, care and nursing work, and 

as has been shown here, certain conceptions of what people who inhabit female 

bodies are like, are reproduced and legitimized not so much because they are moral, 

part of some meaningful vision of what society ought to be like—that is, because 

they make sense—but simply because this is the way it is; it actually appears 

automatic and inevitable. I noted in chapter three that the religious legacy of the idea 

of the calling has never died out; different times have brought out different sides of 

this durable construct. Now it seems an element of predestination resurfaces. 

 

The thesis has tried to develop an understanding of normalization on the basis of 

the case study. This concern with developing—rather than testing—theory is best 

seen if the understanding advanced here is contrasted with an influential view on 

the matter. I thus provide such a contrast with respect to normalization theory: 

 

Focusing on the interface between Hegel’s notion of the unhappy consciousness and 

Foucault’s ideas on subjectivation, Butler (1997: 31–2) writes: “Foucault suggested 

that the point of modern politics is no longer to liberate a subject, but rather to inter-

rogate the regulatory mechanisms through which ‘subjects’ are produced and main-

tained.” Butler observes how in Hegel’s account, in line with Foucault, the freedom 

resulting from the abolition of external limitation soon gives way to an internal, self-

disciplinary, “[subjection] to various norms and ideals” (ibid: 32–33). I want to high-

light a certain reading of these kinds of statements about self-disciplinarity through 

internal, as opposed to external, limitation, which I think pervades work on normal-

ization. Here the no longer—in “the point of modern politics is no longer to liberate 
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a subject”—receives exaggerated import. It has often been observed that Foucault, 

the genealogist, was not one to proclaim epochs; in some of his late work he traced 

technologies of subjectivation in ancient Greece (2005), thus implicitly showing that 

such apparently “modern” technologies cannot be pinned down in time and space. 

Nevertheless, an epochal drive to enforce “new disciplinary technologies designed 

to inculcate new attitudes, values, priorities and self-understandings” (Thomas and 

Davies 2005: 685) is often seen as the essence of NPM. In this view, NPM appears as 

a moment in the unfolding of an epoch, of a stage in modernity, where control is 

based less on external, tangible, and overt modes of subjection than on internal, dis-

cursive, and tacit ones. 

 

The conclusions of this study do not endorse this assessment: the external–internal 

dichotomy is untenable, and relatedly: the forms of control that labor conflict has 

been induced to speak of in this study do not work by inculcating identifications. 

On the one hand, to counterpose external forms of overt power to subtle internal 

ones neutralizes the very concept of discipline as the material-discursive, perfor-

mative precursor to normalization. By pointing to the way discourses are inscribed 

on bodies, discipline sheds light on the internal relation between norms and their 

enactment. Further, in section 7.1 I discussed what might be called a reversed cau-

sality to the inscription of discourse on bodies. In this causality, action is primary 

and works through an unconscious enactment of form, that is, an enactment not of 

scripts tied to subject positions, but of abstract forms, performances that influence 

individuals on levels subtending identity. For this reason, not only is the external–

internal dichotomy untenable, but the performative constitution of subjects exceeds 

attitudes, values, priorities, and self-understandings. 

 

There are modes of external force that shape subjects without prompting them to 

invest in identifications, while still influencing them at a properly subjective level; 

that is, it is still not a matter of sheer coercion. The modes of external force making 

up the real subsumption of labor, which conjure an automaticity that is projected 

onto images of work, entail a kind of normalization that does not produce identity, 

but the groundwork of subjectivity, the rudiments of ontology: the thought-forms 

conditioning the formation of identity. Such form-creating modes of external force 

render social facts inevitable, meaningless, outside of the subject’s agential scope. 

This kind of normalization strikes the subject’s capacity to cognize the plasticity of 

the social, robbing it of the ability to imagine a different state of affairs. 

 

That said about normalization, let’s move on to the implications of this analysis of 

labor conflict for understanding appropriation. I have stressed the need to under-

stand subversive appropriation as internally related to normalization. Accordingly, 
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articles I and II show the way normalization is reasserted in and through resistance, 

that is, to the way that the appropriation of the virtue script remains entangled with 

and constrained by the gender dichotomy structuring this script. However, articles 

I and II also point to an open-endedness with regard to the outcome of this appro-

priation. Moreover, neoliberal configurations of normalization open possibilities for 

appropriation. In section 7.4 I discussed the connection between real subsumption 

and a split in the subject, where the body appears as an interior alien beside a pure—

as in emptied—self. The distance between these two sides of the proletarian subject 

means that the latter is never completely one with the self-images—or, identities—

it assumes at a specific time and place; and as article I shows, politicization involves 

the problematizing nurse identity. Against this background, the conclusions regar-

ding appropriation are that appropriation, insofar as contemporary labor conflict in 

advanced capitalism centers on the public services, is a prevalent idiom of struggle; 

that it carries the risk of bringing normalization in the backdoor by investing subjects 

in forms that can be reintegrated in technologies of control; and, at the same time, 

that appropriation is open-ended—one of its possible outcomes is the supersession 

of what it seizes upon.  

 

The presentation of these conclusions may also gain from contrastive comparison. 

In “Re-figuring the Subject” Rosi Braidotti (2011: 104) contends that the industrial, 

oppositional, mass politics is now “utterly redundant.” This confrontational style of 

politics is based on thinking in terms of dualistic opposition (ibid: 108) and breeds 

nostalgic projects, unworkable, if not straight-out reactionary, projects. “Nostalgic” 

because it relies on confronting new modes of control and subjection with natural-

istic ideas about the way it used (and ought) to be. Such a radical separation of the 

struggles of the past from those of today, where the former surreptitiously include 

“traditional” socialist feminist left-wing politics, always relays a politics of its own, 

of course. And even while the letter, if not the spirit, of these assertions might in a 

way be endorsed, I think they inevitably reify the politicization of caring and the 

reactionary radicalism analyzed in this thesis. They resonate with a more general 

derision of the dialectic that grew fashionable in academia as the labor revolts of the 

1970s receded. Hence, I would like to use them as a backdrop to the conclusions 

regarding appropriation. Against this fashionable mood, the view advanced here is 

that dialectical inversion is the only game in town, and also: that it will not always 

reproduce the pernicious sides of the appropriated form. In a dialectical view, just 

as repetition cannot be repetition of the same, so a reaction can create something 

radically new. 
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APPENDIX: COLLECTIVE RESIGNATIONS 1982–2015 

 

 

This study (cf. section 2.4) was made using the digital news archive (Mediearkivet). 

The following episodes all involve nurses or midwifes, although I have not always 

been able to identify their fields (e.g. intensive care, anaesthetics, district nursing), 

nor have I always been able to determine the number of participants in an episode. 

Because the collective resignation is one of the forms of appearance of the strike – 

that is, strikes often amounted to collective acts of resignation (cf. Karlbom 1967) – 

it is scarcely possible to neatly separate collective resignations from strikes before 

the regulations of collective bargaining and labor conflict in the early 20th century. 

In nursing, however, it is clear that the collective resignations, in their present-day 

form, began in earnest in the late eighties. 

 

True, the Swedish nurses’ union organized a nation-wide resignation campaign in 

1951, a strategy used by Finnish nurses in 2007 (Henttonen et al. 2013). Indeed, this 

union strategy recurs in labor conflict in nursing under neoliberalism (Briskin 2013), 

reflecting legal barriers to strike action. However, such large, union-led actions are 

different from the actions listed below in that the latter are local and grassroots-led, 

save for the notable events of 2008 (which was still a non-union campaign). This is 

one reason why I suggest that the collective resignation, as it presently unfolds, is 

akin to the wildcats of the seventies and eighties. 

 

 

Date of publication/source7 City Number Field 

 

1986-11-12/TT  Lindesberg 46 N/A 

1987-07-21/TT  Malmö 15 Geriatry 

1989-04-27/TT  Stockholm N/A Dialysis 

1989-04-27/TT  Stockholm N/A Dialysis 

1989-04-27/TT  Göteborg N/A Dialysis 

1989-08-22/TT  Motala 10 Surgery 

1989-08-22/TT  Norrköping N/A Surgery 

                                                           
7 TT (Tidingarnas Telegrambyrå) is a national news agency. The other sources are newspapers. The archive was 

searched for the years 1982-2015; all available news outlets were included. 
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Date of publication/source City Number Field 

 

1989-08-22/TT  Linköping N/A Surgery 

1994-11-22/Dagens Medicin Malmö 31 Intensive care 

1995-03-09/Göteborgs-Posten Göteborg 29 Intensive care 

1995-11-19/Sv. Dagbladet Göteborg N/A Intensive care 

1995-11-19/Sv. Dagbladet Göteborg N/A Intensive care 

1998-09-30/Aftonbladet Umeå 27 Surgery 

1999-03-02/TT  Bollnäs 8 Dialysis 

1999-03-10/Aftonbladet Lund 24 Intensive care 

1999-03-16/TT  Skellefteå 60 N/A 

1999-03-16/TT  Hudiksvall 11 Intensive care 

1999-03-16/TT  Luleå 34 Surgery 

1999-04-11/TT  Uddevalla 15 N/A 

1999-04-20/Aftonbladet Gävle N/A N/A 

1999-05-18/Dagens Medicin Kristinehamn 6 Radiology 

1999-06-08/TT  Karlstad 15 Surgery 

1999-10-13/Borås Tidning Borås 7 N/A 

2000-03-28/Expressen Uddevalla 4 Management 

2000-06-27/Sv. Dagbladet Bromma 6 N/A 

2000-09-05/Dagens Medicin Boden/Luleå 17 Neonatal 

2001-01-10/Sydsvenskan Hörby N/A N/A 

2001-05-28/TT  Göteborg 26 Emergency 

2001-11-06/Dagens Medicin Norrköping 6 N/A 

2002-04-03/Expressen Stockholm 25 Inten. care/midwifery  

2003-05-22/Landstingsvärlden Luleå 9 Surgery 

2005-06-10/Dagens Nyheter Solna 17 Midwifery 

2005-06-10/Dagens Nyheter Solna 12 Surgery 
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Date of publication/source City Number Field 

 

2006-04-07/Nerikes Allehanda Örebro N/A N/A 

2008-03-18/Aftonbladet National 4,800 N/A 

2008-03-27/Dagens Medicin Södertälje N/A Emergency 

2008-07-10/Sydsvenskan Malmö 5 Psychiatry 

2008-10-01/Dagens Medicin Västerås 14 N/A 

2009-11-04/Sydsvenskan Malmö 3 Infection control 

2011-02-27/Sv. Dagbladet Danderyd N/A Intensive care 

2011-07-07/TT  Uppsala 25 Emergency 

2011-08-02/Dagens Nyheter Malmö N/A N/A 

2011-08-24/Dagens Medicin Uppsala 4 Emergency 

2011-10-19/Dagens Medicin Avesta 6 N/A 

2012-03-09/Trelleb. Allehanda Trelleborg 6 Ambulance 

2012-03-14/Dagens Medicin Uppsala 5 Intensive care 

2012-07-10/Östersunds-Posten Umeå N/A Intensive care 

2013-01-04/Arbetarbladet Gävleborg N/A District 

2013-02-27/Göteborgs-Posten Trollhättan 19 Emergency 

2013-03-12/Helsingb. Dagblad Lund 34 Intensive care 

2013-04-29/Sundsv. Tidning Sundsvall N/A N/A 

2013-05-07/Borlänge Tidning Borlänge N/A N/A 

2013-05-18/Ystads Allehanda Ystad/Sjöbo 20 Ambulance 

2013-05-21/Mitt i Huddinge Huddinge 27 Emergency 

2013-07-05/ETC NU Karlstad 17 Intensive care 

2013-07-05/ETC NU Falun 15 N/A 

2013-09-19/Ystads Allehanda Skurup N/A N/A 

2014-01-17/Norrl. Sociald. Boden 10 Surgery, orthopedics 

2014-02-12/Metro Stockholm Uppsala 17 Cardiology 
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Date of publication/source City Number Field 

 

2014-03-11/Tidn. Ångermanl. Sollefteå 4 District 

2014-03-25/Hallands Nyheter Halmstad 2 Dialysis 

2014-07-07/Katrineholms-Kur. Uppsala 35 Midwifery 

2014-10-23/BLT Karlskrona 10 Emergency 

2014-11-12/VLT Västerås 11 Surgery 

2015-01-12/Uppsala Nya Tidn. Östhammar 3 Emergency 

2015-04-30/Arbetaren Sundsvall 18 Intensive care 

2015-05-07/Norrl. Sociald. Boden 9 District 

2015-05-16/Örnsk. Allehanda Örnsköldsvik 9 Dialysis 

2015-08-08/Vi i Solna Solna 20 Emergency 

2015-09-11/Sundsv. Tidning Sundsvall 25 Anaesthetics 
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