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Studying the selection 
of migrants
National borders as well as citizenship boundaries are regulated, condi-
tioned, and selectively opened or closed to different groups of migrants. 
There is no single principle that guides migration policy in Europe, but 
rather a continuous negotiation of different interests and different reali-
ties. These negotiations rest upon arguments that highlight humanitarian 
ideals, economic interests, geopolitics, and history. The management of 
migration mediates between a multitude of discourses on migration in 
politics and everyday life in Europe. We hear advocates of humanitarian 
ideals protest against current migration policies; in other arenas national-
ist narratives are voiced and voted through; regional security is strength-
ened by increased border controls, and, what this thesis primarily focuses 
on, economic arguments in favour of increased migration and mobility 
are raised. The economic benefits of migration to Europe are often em-
phasised by politicians and policymakers in relation to specific types of 
labour migration, for example temporary migrants who make no citizen-
ship claims, or those who have a highly valued education and high-paying 
jobs. In this ‘economic discourse’, employers and businesses are assumed 
to desire these particular migrants.

This thesis investigates the management of migration and the me-
diation of mobility, both of citizenship and of economic opportunities, 
through a focus on practices performed by actors within Swedish in-
dustry. By concentrating on the management of one particular migrant 
group, temporary labour migrants, I will discuss how migrant selection is 
made legitimate, and how it can be contested within the currently dom-
inant migration regime in Sweden. The politics of migrant management 
and selection requires accountability and transparency of the catego-
ries and definitions that are used. This accountability is important for 
the management practices to be understood as being legitimate, and to 
establish why some groups of migrants are favoured over others. This 
thesis deals with how managers in the private sector define and evalu-
ate migrant workers in interaction with current migration regimes, and 
how legitimacy around these processes is constituted. Here, I am particu-
larly interested in how language constructs these migrant categories by 
naming, describing, and arguing for specific definitions, boundaries, and 
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differences rather than others. The thesis studies the discourse of labour 
migration in specific economic, social, and organisational settings. 

The material that my analysis rests on was collected mainly between 
2011 and 2014 and this thesis was written during a time when European 
societies and the social sciences were increasingly occupied with issues 
of migration. The study was carried out in Sweden; a country that is part 
of the European Union (EU) and that shares many political and legal fea-
tures with other EU member states. Sweden is however also a country 
that is portrayed as different because of its Nordic welfare state model and 
its profile as an open and liberal country regarding migration, both asy-
lum migration and, more recently, labour migration. In 2008, Sweden in-
troduced a policy reform on labour migration that made it easier for em-
ployers to apply for work permits for people from countries outside the 
EU.1 The policy reform initiated a debate on the conditions under which 
workers could, or should, be granted work permits. The design of regu-
lations, standards and administrative routines that needed to be worked 
out contributed to a focus on diversity among workers, such as different 
access to social rights and temporary residence permits.2 Central to the 
design of the new labour migration regulation was the role it gave em-
ployers in terms of defining their needs for foreign labour, with much 
less involvement by trade unions than previously (Frank 2014; Neergaard 
2015).

State practices of regulating citizenship and entry for different groups 
of migrants has been relatively well documented in recent years, as the 
academic field of migration research has expanded and has contributed to 
a deep and detailed understanding of the changing regimes of migration 
and citizenship (Castles and Miller 2003; Schierup et al. 2006). This the-
sis, instead, approaches the study of migration management by centring 
the role of employers, the involvement of capital interest, and manage-
ment discourse in the regulation of migrant categories. This perspective 
contributes to the knowledge about these actors who are given a central 
role in current migration policy in terms of applying for work permits for 
foreign workers, as well as designing employment and mobility structures 
that align with these regimes. Employers and managers of corporations 

1  Within the Schengen cooperation area the principle of free movement is central, which 
means that European Union citizens are exempt from work permit requirements in Sweden.

2  For a longer discussion of all these aspects of labour migration to Sweden see the govern-
mental reports that preceded the reform (SOU 2005:50, 2006:87), as well as governmental 
reports on circular migration (SOU 2010:40, 2011:28).
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that employ foreign labour therefore play a role in how migration man-
agement is justified.

Managers and the global economy of migration
Employers have not been sufficiently included in studies on migration 
processes, although they can be assumed to have a large influence on the 
structures of migration, as well as on migration politics. One implication 
of this research gap is a lack of systematic theorisation of economic dis-
courses and arguments that concern migration with respect to business, 
capital, and employers. An intervention in relation to this research is im-
portant in order to understand the alliances and political trends in terms 
of migration attitudes in European societies. In this thesis, I have carried 
out ethnographic research in two very different industries that dominate 
the statistics of work permits in Sweden: the wild forest berry industry 
and the IT services industry. During my research I talked to managers in 
Swedish industries who are engaged in what they refer to as an ‘advancing 
internationalisation’ of the production processes of both wild berries and 
IT services. Already, the terminology of the ‘labour migrant’ meets with 
opposition because to the managers it is not the migration of the workers 
or the regulation of their citizenship that is necessarily the most inter-
esting or important issue; but the location of labour in the production 
process. 

Labour migrants, in all the disorderly contours of the social world of 
migration policy and labour market desires, can be understood in relation 
to two different contexts: their exclusion from citizenship, and their in-
tegration in a global economy. In this thesis I will therefore propose the-
ories that take the social position of migrants seriously in dialogue with 
theories of the internationalisation of production. Specifically, I will dis-
cuss the role of supply-chain capitalism (Tsing 2012) and outsourcing in 
these processes. This dialogue between two research traditions involves 
thinking critically about the concepts that are being used; for example, 
defining when people are considered to be labour migrants and when 
they are part of a temporary foreign labour workforce; when they are con-
sidered to be migrant workers and when they constitute transnational 
labour. ‘Labour’ signifies a role in the production process, in contrast to 
the conceptualisation of the ‘worker’, which communicates a reference 
to the position of someone performing work in the global economy. ‘Mi-
grant’ can signify an administrative category, for example a definition that 
springs from situations in which berry pickers or IT workers are subject 
to migration control and the administration of work permits. A migrant 
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can also refer to someone who has moved to Sweden from India or Thai-
land, for example, or to someone displaced from their home. In contrast, 
‘transnational’ or ‘temporary’, as prefixes, describe this movement as nei-
ther one-directional nor part of a permanent situation, perhaps indicat-
ing that the movement itself is not important at all. 

Different concepts are used in the text because of the twin interests of 
this research project to discuss how managers mediate the migration of 
people who are also workers, and how migrant labour is situated in rela-
tion to Swedish citizenship and Swedish labour. The continuous concep-
tual discussion that this requires illustrates a tension between the theo-
ries of economic globalisation and citizenship, and migrant exclusion; a 
tension that this thesis will address.

The moral economy of migration management
In most European countries, the policy area of immigration was one of 
the least politicised until the mid-1980s. Historically, Sweden has also 
been characterised by a consensus among most of the political parties in 
relation to migration politics (Hammar 1985). Today, as right-wing parties 
attract large numbers of votes on anti-immigration agendas in most Eu-
ropean countries, the importance of nationalism in European migration 
politics is conspicuous. However, the moral legitimacy of migration poli-
cies navigates complex issues of membership, including economic mem-
bership and the labour market inclusion that is managed by employers.

This thesis maintains a focus on management discourse among man-
agers and employer representatives in Swedish industries who mobilise 
temporary migrant labour in Swedish industries. 3 The focus centres on 
the economy of capitalist production as a field that has implications on 
the selection and management of migrants. 4 Managers can be viewed as 
actors within this economic field of production and labour, in contrast to 
other actors in migration management who, for instance, perform border 
controls with reference to national security, or mediate social welfare in 
line with dominant notions of citizenship. Yet these fields and practices 

3  In the IT industry some of the informants are employer representatives who recruit Indian 
labour to their companies. Others do not recruit foreign labour but are responsible for 
intracorporate transfers. The informants in the wild berry industry are sometimes entrepre-
neurs, and sometimes managers, and the majority work in companies that are not the formal 
employers of temporary migrant labour. Instead they mobilise labour through agreements 
with suppliers in Thailand. 

4  In references to production, I also include production of services.
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are not separate. In order to analyse the economic discourses that frame 
the work that managers in the Swedish wild berry industry and the IT ser-
vices industry perform, I make use of the concept of a ‘moral economy’. 
The analytical foundation that a moral economy offers is the perspec-
tive on economic relations, as well as cultural, social and moral relations 
(Sayer 2005a). Economic logic and discourses are not more rationalistic, 
and do not represent more neatly delimited interests than, for instance, 
discourses that centre on national belonging. Instead, the managers who 
provided information for this thesis should be understood as actors who 
are also situated in national, social, cultural, and economic contexts; con-
texts that need to be analysed in order to make sense of how they con-
struct the legitimacy of their management practices. 

Labour migration contested – moral debates
Two scenes from my early fieldwork can help to illustrate what I under-
stand as current discussions and contestations of legitimacy when specif-
ic aspects of Swedish migration management are discussed. 

Two years into my graduate studies I presented a paper at a confer-
ence organised within a broad trade union network. Most speakers ad-
dressed the exploitation of migrant workers in Sweden, and the discus-
sions that followed about labour rights were engaging and enthusiastic. 
I gave a presentation that partly brought up some current challenges to 
labour movement arguments on migration. After my talk a trade union 
activist commented: ‘Just make a note that we are not at all talking about 
stopping anyone from working here in Sweden. We just want to make sure 
that Swedish agreements apply in Sweden’. The following week, the same 
trade union published a report that concluded how more controls on 
employers were necessary in order to ensure Swedish labour standards 
(LO 2013). No arguments to stop labour migration, like the activist had 
pointed out at the conference, were presented in this report. The report 
received wide criticism that mainly argued that the consequence of trade 
union logic would be closed borders to hard-working foreign workers. 
The trade union was accused of being protectionist and of ‘disguising 
their power play into care’ (Sydsvenskan, 2013) for migrant workers.

We have come to recognise the positions that some actors take in the 
debates about labour migration, for example the political opposition be-
tween trade unions and employer organisations. In this particular con-
text, which is also a dramaturgy of the debate that many of us recognise, 
notions about the nation and nationalism emerged as central aspects that 
contested the legitimacy of certain positions. Avoiding addressing the is-
sue of migrant workers explicitly, the trade union argued for the moral 
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legitimacy of maintaining coherent rights and citizenship within Sweden. 
However, because the trade union argument invoked notions about the 
nation, the argument was also framed as being protectionist against mi-
grants, and was therefore called out as morally illegitimate. In addition, 
small adjustments and practices within migration management construct 
moral positions of, for instance, solidarity within nations or across bor-
ders.

Later, during my PhD studies, I was asked to moderate a panel discus-
sion on the topic of what to do about the situation of Asian berry pickers 
in Sweden. The discussion was organised by students with an interest in 
the political potential of labour laws and human rights. The public debate 
in Sweden had been characterised by descriptions of severe exploitation 
of this migrant group, and several panel members argued that the new 
regulations on labour migration had caused an erosion of labour rights 
in Sweden. An employer representative in the panel, however, explained 
that apart from some exceptions among criminal employers, Thai berry 
pickers chose to be in Sweden year after year, and that many of them 
came home with more money than they would otherwise have been able 
to make in a year. When this was not contested by other members in the 
panel, a student in the audience asked; ‘But what is the problem then? 
Why are we here talking about this if this is what they [the migrant work-
ers] want?’ None of the panel members answered the question, except for 
the employer representative who confirmed the intervention. 

In this situation, the nation did not constitute the central aspect of 
moral evaluation. Instead, the audience expected detailed knowledge of 
migrant experiences in order to make a moral judgement on what should 
be done about their situation – and whether or not it was right to do an-
ything at all. The moral issue was centred on the wellbeing of the berry 
pickers, and the phrase ‘why are we here’ challenged the legitimacy of a 
discussion that concerned anything but the choice of the migrant work-
ers. Although the talk was framed around rights and legal frameworks, the 
discussion about migration seemed to require a common moral position 
in order to legitimise any interventions in the mobilisation of migrant 
workers. Moral evaluations of the panel discussion I have described de-
pend on complex notions about which people are the subjects of national 
law, labour standards, and human rights, and they also depend on our 
understanding of the transnational spaces of migrants who are trying to 
navigate a global economy.

Moral economy is a central theoretical concept in this thesis. It high-
lights both the normative evaluations and justifications implicit in the 
design of migrant labour policy and regulations, as well as the moral ne-
gotiations of working conditions and compensation for migrant workers. 
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The focus is on how these discourses of right and wrong, and the moral 
justifications that are made by those who recruit migrant labour, employ 
or manage the work of these migrants in Sweden.

Research aim and research questions
While migration research has asked valuable questions concerning chang-
ing citizenship and migrant inclusion in relation to the Swedish nation, 
this thesis discusses the effects of how actors within capitalist production 
and Swedish industries manage migrant work and migration discourse. 
The aim of this thesis is to explore how managers give meaning to, justify, 
and negotiate their reliance on temporary migrant workers in two sectors 
in Sweden with radically different positions within globalised orders of 
production. More specifically, I analyse how managers in the wild berry 
industry and the IT services industry talk about, and explain the work-
ing conditions of, Thai and Indian temporary migrant workers: the two 
nationalities that acquire the majority of work permits in Sweden. Using 
this analysis, my objective is to understand the ways in which managers 
and employers become directly involved in the regulation of transnation-
al migration, mobility, and labour-market differentiation.

This research aim translates into several research questions:
In what ways do managers describe labour mobility and migrant work 
in the berry-picking and IT services industries? How do they talk 
about economic interests in relation to different actors in the global 
economy?

 How do managers produce, or relate to, discourses of transnational 
and national belonging as they administer working conditions, super-
vise labour, or control temporary migrant workers?

 In what ways do managers evaluate and morally justify arrangements 
of temporary migrant labour in the two named industries that repre-
sent different cases; the wild berry industry, which is characterised by 
work that is generally classified as unskilled seasonal labour, and the 
IT services industry, which is assumed to employ high-skilled labour 
and represent privileged migration? 

How can we understand the managers’ construction of temporary mi-
grant workers within economic globalisation, and what are the impli-
cations for theories of global economic restructuring and theories of 
migration?
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Outline of the chapters
This thesis takes as its starting point the recent shifts in migration dis-
course and policy that introduce complex practices of managing migra-
tion, both in terms of entry and border crossing, and in terms of citi-
zenship and access to social rights. In the second chapter of this thesis I 
will present theories that explain how changing migration regimes cor-
respond to changing notions of a European and Swedish citizenship. In 
particular, I will focus on how the role of employers has been conceptu-
alised in previous research on labour migration. I will discuss research 
on social exclusion of migrants and connect these to discussions about 
national or transnational membership, especially referencing current de-
bates about circular migration and historic debates about guest worker 
regimes. By the end of this chapter I will shortly introduce the two case 
studies of temporary migration that this thesis analyses, the management 
of Thai berry pickers and Indian computer specialists, and provide a brief 
context on how these cases relate to the regulatory framework of labour 
migration in Sweden. 

In chapter 3 I will present the theoretical framework of this thesis and 
the central concepts that I will use in the analysis. The theoretical chapter 
explains why I work with the theoretical framework of moral economy, 
and how I define different aspects of moral economy to be able to analyse 
both management discourse and its relations to temporary labour mi-
gration. First, I conceptualise global economy with a particular focus on 
chains and networks in production. I explain why supply chain capitalism 
(Tsing 2012) represents a particularly useful concept, in light of how both 
the wild berry industry and the IT industry are characterised by substan-
tial outsourcing.  Second, I discuss the centrality of analysing how labour 
and workers are represented in relation to global economy. During the 
last part of the theoretical chapter I discuss how the moral dimensions 
of economy can be conceptualised (Sayer 2005b) and how these dimen-
sions can be productively analysed using tools from discourse psychology 
(Wetherell and Potter 1992).

Chapter 4 deals with the ethnography of this thesis and presents the 
choices that I made and how I collected the material on which I base my 
analyses.  I discuss how the timing of my research was characterised by an 
intense interest in issues of labour migration, which presented me with 
both opportunities, for instance in terms of access to informants, and ob-
stacles related to expectations on what different cases would represent. 
I describe my material and how I found the main informants, managers 
in different supplying companies in the wild berry industry and the IT 
industry, as well as what was characteristic about the interviews. I discuss 
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whether interviewing managers represents a case of studying ‘up’ and the 
ethical considerations of this research. I finish the chapter by presenting, 
in more detail, the analytical strategies and analytical tools that discourse 
psychology provides and that centres the active use of language and the 
interpretative repertoires through which managers construct the role of 
foreign workers in Swedish industries. 

The first case that I analyse regards the wild berry industry in the 
Northern parts of Sweden where thousands of workers from Thailand 
pick berries during a short season every summer. In chapters 5 and 6 I 
analyse how managers in so called berry companies talk about the supply 
chain relations and the role of Thai workers in the industry. In chapter 5 
I pay particular attention to the interpretative repertoires around con-
structions of the industry and its legitimacy in relation to the wider Swed-
ish society. In chapter 6 I analyse how the managers talk about Thai berry 
pickers in relation to constructions of Thai culture, circular mobility and 
notions of the Thai body and its ability to perform hard labour. I also dis-
cuss the management perspective on how berry picking can be evaluated 
and how the economic arrangements can be justified. In chapters 7 and 
8 I present the analyses of interviews with managers in the Swedish IT 
industry. In chapter 7 I mainly discuss how managers talked about inter-
nationalisation of the industry, which constituted a dominant theme in 
the interviews. I analyse the role of supplying companies when IT servic-
es are ‘offshored’ to India, and how managers describe the role of Indian 
workers in Sweden in relation to these processes. In chapter 8, I analyse 
how Indian workers are situated in relation to the Swedish labour market 
as managers talk about cultural differences and public feelings of suspi-
cion and fear of loosing jobs. In the final chapter I discuss the similarities 
and tensions between the analyses of the two case studies. I situate the 
management of temporary labour migration in relation to debates about 
global differentiation of workers, mobility and citizenship. 
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Migration theories explain the movement of people and how bounda-
ries are drawn between different categories of citizens and non-citizens. 
These theoretical frameworks are central for studying the moral nego-
tiations that regimes of managed migration give rise to. The migration 
theories presented in this chapter explain a recent upturn of economic 
discourse around the desire to select certain migrants, partly by connect-
ing these trends to the changing social citizenship of the European wel-
fare states (Schierup et al. 2006). This background puts the managers and 
employers that I interviewed during my fieldwork in a specific context of 
time – when migrants were described and talked about in relation to their 
value as workers and citizens – and in a specific place (Sweden) – where 
labour migration is on the agenda in relation to newly introduced regimes 
for managed migration. 

The review of migration literature on labour migration in this chapter 
also discusses how the economy has been relatively absent from theo-
ries of social citizenship, and how the practices and desires of employers 
have not been sufficiently investigated in studies on migration since the 
1970s. These current research gaps can be addressed by paying attention 
to the historic context of labour migration, and by questioning the novel-
ty of some arrangements in European regimes of managed migration. By 
consulting studies of earlier labour migration, for example the extensive 
labour immigration to post-war Sweden, we can see patterns of why and 
how foreign workers were recruited, and how this has been justified his-
torically. In this way the important roles of management and employers 
are brought into focus. 

This chapter ends with a discussion about how changing migration re-
gimes have affected the composition of the workforce, and especially the 
presence of temporary migrant workers, in the two case industries that 
this thesis studies: the wild berry industry and the IT services industry. 
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Migrant exclusion from citizenship 
and precarious workers
It is through the complex politics of citizenship and diversity that the 
events of people moving from one place to another has become charged 
with meaning and controversies. In her book Us & Them – The Dangerous 
Politics of Immigration Control, Bridget Anderson (2013) takes on the task 
of conceptually framing the ‘messy business’ of the complex processes of 
exclusion and tolerance that target migrants, by asking how immigration 
politics not only shapes citizenship for them but also for those who are 
formal citizens. Anderson argues that citizenship is defined in relation to 
a ‘community of value’, which assigns the right and morally valued citi-
zen-subjects. The boundaries of a community of value are dependent on 
definitions of failed citizens within – for instance those who are seen as 
economic burdens – and non-citizens outside, such as various categories 
of migrants. Immigration politics constructs competition between failed 
citizens and non-citizens regarding membership and the privileges that 
come with it. This results in strikingly disparate phenomena within the 
current migration regimes, such as the management of tiers for differ-
ent categories of migrants, labour market protectionism, deportation of 
undocumented migrants, and anti-immigration politics. This messy busi-
ness, in which the position of migrants is not static and not aligned to a 
single principle or social relationship, is how I also perceive the context 
of labour migration to Sweden. 

Citizenship is often talked about in terms of social inclusion and so-
cial exclusion along a continuum (Lister 2003) in which the everyday life 
of some migrants is defined almost completely by their lack of social and 
economic rights, while other migrants go to work or raise families rel-
atively unhampered by their lack of formal citizenship. As a concept in 
migration studies, citizenship often seems to take on different meanings, 
depending on which migrant group these theories address. This thesis 
does not address the value, or lack thereof, that is ascribed to the unem-
ployed migrant (Larsson 2015; Vesterberg 2016), the refugee (Fryklund 
and Lundberg 2010; Johannesson 2017), the unaccompanied child (Wer-
nesjö 2014), the failed asylum seeker, or the undocumented migrant (Hol-
gersson 2011; Khosravi 2010; Nielsen 2016; Nordling forthcoming; Sager 
2011) in Sweden.

The conceptualisation of the labour migrant necessarily centres no-
tions of labour, and evokes an altogether different context to that of an 
asylum seeker who enters a state apparatus of social investigations, or of 
an irregular migrant whose circumstances may appear diffuse and unsta-
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ble. The non-citizenship of labour migrants needs to be studied in rela-
tion to their employment, work situation, employer, and overall career 
trajectories. In this sense, the focus on citizenship as the central defining 
aspect of the labour migrant’s life conflicts with the conceptualisation of 
the category of ‘labour migrant’. 

Migration scholars increasingly use the concept of precarity to de-
scribe the interrelations of exclusion from citizenship, which apply 
mainly to migrants, and the flexibilisation of the labour market with its 
growing segments of low-paid, dead-end jobs. Precarity conceptually 
encompasses the vulnerabile condition of migrant workers but also the 
heterogeneity of experiences that neoliberal economy gives rise to (Bak 
Jørgensen 2016). Precarisation, further, reaches beyond notions of pov-
erty and social exclusion to ‘encapsulate political, economic and social 
processes that generate an existence characterised by risk, insecurity, 
threats, uncertainty and chance’ (Schierup et al. 2015: 43). Researchers of 
migration and labour have argued that state practices of migration con-
trol are interrelated with the capital interests of cheap labour, and that 
migrant workers are ‘valuable because they are vulnerable’ (Bauder 2006: 
26). Judy Fudge, professor of law, states that: 

Almost all countries use immigration law to create a variety of different 
migration statuses, some of which are highly precarious, which in turn 
generate a differentiated supply of labour that, together with migratory 
processes, produces precarious workers and precarious employment 
norms. (Fudge 2014: 30)

Besides a focus on the changing labour markets, the conceptual work on 
precarity also examines austerity and the changing welfare regimes. It is 
argued that the ideals of solidarity within the European welfare state have 
been increasingly replaced with notions of state responsibility to support 
individuals as they adapt to globalisation, to ‘the market’, and to an in-
creasingly flexible labour market (Levitas 1998; Jessop 2007; Peck 2001; 
Schierup et al. 2006). While these social transformations of the state do 
not only affect migrants, labour migration policies or temporary foreign 
worker programmes that emphasise the value of people’s employability 
or employment formalise and institutionalise the precarity of some work-
ers – namely, migrants. Temporary work permits, for instance, illustrate 
the decoupling of citizenship and labour that is characteristic of this de-
velopment.
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Managed migration and employer interests
So how can we make sense of the upswing of economic discourses that 
seem to drive Swedish migration policies? Political scientists have argued 
that it is not so much the withdrawal of states that is central to the recent 
transformation of welfare regimes in which citizenship and labour are 
decoupled. Rather than losing its influence as a powerful actor in globali-
sation when the economy becomes increasingly transnational, the role of 
the state has shifted to that of providing favourable conditions for capital 
as a site of investment. Marketisation is increasingly promoted in order to 
increase the attractiveness of economic activities within the nation-state, 
marking an emergence of a ‘competition state’ (Cerny 1995, 1997). It is 
in this context that the transnational importation of labour leads to a 
separation of labour from citizenship rights, and a re-commodification 
of labour. 

By relating the competition state to migration politics, Georg Menz 
describes a double construction of migrant subjects:

The new paradigm of managed migration, mastering (maitriser), and 
guiding (steuern or gestire) migration flows, entails the active solicitation 
and encouragement of human resource potentials on the one hand, 
perceived as a scarce commodity, access to which is subject to fierce 
competition from other European destinations alongside the more es-
tablished countries of emigration, and more restrictive procedures and 
administration of humanitarian migration channels on the other. 
(Menz 2008:257). 

In arguments that advocate the reform of Swedish migration policy, the 
notion of labour as a scarce resource over which there is international 
competition has indeed been prominent. Menz (2008) argues that al-
though ‘trade unions and especially employer associations have been piv-
otal actors in lobbying, shaping, and in some instances even coadminis-
tering economic migration policy’ (2008: 258) these interest groups have 
largely been ignored in migration research. Research into Sweden’s recent 
approach to labour migration has started to reconstruct an understand-
ing of how social actors such as trade unions (Neergaard 2015) and state 
authorities (Emilsson 2016; Frank 2014) have been positioned in relation 
to these developments. Specific research on employers or employer or-
ganisations is however largely missing from the literature; a knowledge 
gap this study aims to address. 

Swedish employer organisations have mainly proposed a thorough lib-
eralisation of Swedish labour migration policy (Krifors 2013). Such a po-
sition is not self-evident in an international perspective. Employers may 
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for example have strong interests in lobbying for restricted work permits, 
limited to one employer or perhaps to one sector, if this would allow for 
greater control of foreign workers and less competition in terms of wag-
es and working conditions. Against this background it is therefore inter-
esting to study the ways in which managers from specific firms express 
and define their economic interests in labour migrants. The reform of 
labour migration in Sweden has been criticised for embracing employer 
and capital interests (Frank 2010). Schierup and Ålund (2011) argue that 
the reform, illustrative of a larger marketisation, contributes to the end of 
Swedish exceptionalism that was previously represented internationally 
as a state model of tolerance, egalitarianism, and multiculturalism. This 
liberal legislation has also been taken as a sign that the state has with-
drawn from the responsibility of protecting standards of work and wages, 
which mirrors a more general development (Woolfson et al. 2014). The 
2008 reform has furthermore inspired a new refugee legislation, enact-
ed in 2016, which emphasises employment and economic self-sufficiency 
over permanent residence and family unification. 

Labour migration: discourse and policy in Sweden
Migration scholars have specifically linked the changing politics of the 
welfare state to a new design of migration regimes in which discourse 
around the economic value of migration is highlighted. Since the begin-
ning of the millennium there has been increased political interest and 
encouragement in facilitating the mobility of labour also from countries 
external to the EU. The most apparent reason for this is the economic 
need for migrants to work in European countries with an ageing popula-
tion and a ‘demographic deficit’ (Schierup et al. 2006).

Most European states have, however, been reluctant to change any 
fundamental liberalisation of their migration legislation (Hansen 2016). 
In contrast, Sweden has introduced a reform of labour immigration regu-
lations, and since 2008 there have been no caps on entries and no restric-
tions regarding skill requirements for third country citizens who wish 
to seek employment in Sweden. This absence of restricted programs, or 
‘tiers’, that have been introduced for different migrant groups in many 
other countries, led the OECD to name the Swedish regime one of the 
most liberal among high-income countries (2011). This label also signals a 
break from the previous ‘Swedish model’ of corporatist economic policies 
and strong trade unions with de facto veto on questions regarding labour 
import (Calleman and Herzfeld Olsson 2015; Frank 2010; Krifors 2013).

Within the current Swedish framework there is no formal division be-
tween different groups of migrant workers with work permits; for exam-
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ple divisions based on which sectors of the national labour market have a 
high demand for labour, or regarding the educational background of mi-
grants. Pre-reform regulations required a control of labour shortages and 
a union statement that was usually treated as binding. Following the re-
form, labour market tests were replaced by a compulsory advertisement 
period of ten days directed at potential Swedish or EU applicants before 
work permits could be issued to third country nationals. There are, how-
ever, no obligations on the employer to interview other applicants. Man-
agement practices among employers may be particularly interesting to 
study in a Swedish context because of the relative autonomy of employers 
to name and define their need for foreign workers within the Swedish 
legal framework. 

National and transnational memberships
In the introduction to this thesis I illustrated how debates on labour mi-
gration navigated notions of national and transnational membership, and 
how this affected the moral evaluations within these debates. References 
to the specific context of labour in Sweden valued unity, for instance, 
while references to the transnational space of migrants valued freedom 
of mobility. 

Within the theories of migration and citizenship, the potential of na-
tional and transnational membership has been extensively debated. Argu-
ing that the state has been given too much influence in social studies of 
inclusion, the sociologist Yasemin Soysal claims that migrants have been 
incorporated as members of European states, and have received exten-
sive social rights despite their lack of formal citizenship (Soysal 1994). 
Soysal also argues that membership of an international community, and 
discourses of universal personhood, reconfigure the national order of in-
clusion: 

The nation-state becomes an implementer of a multitude of, at times 
conflicting, functions and responsibilities, derived from world-level 
discourses rather than from its territorialized identity. And the link 
between the individual and the state becomes more and more instru-
mental and routine rather than charismatic and sentimental 
(Soysal 1994: 165). 

Soysal’s argument references both the observation of transnational mem-
bership, as well as the critique of academic theories that do not value the 
effects of transnational membership. Soysal further argues that transna-
tional memberships are institutional as well as discursive aspects of peo-
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ples’ orientation and require theoretical frameworks beyond a focus on 
social exclusion and national citizenship. Soysal’s perspective favours a 
politics of post-national membership, which lends legitimacy with refer-
ence to ‘universal personhood’ rather than ‘national belonging’. 

Transnational theories claim to challenge taken-for-granted concepts 
and methodological assumptions of the nation or nation-state as the 
natural border of research objects. The critique of methodological na-
tionalism (Beck 2000; Chernilo 2006) has also been used to illustrate 
how social theory itself constitutes mobility, movement, and migration 
as automatically problematic (see e.g. Glick-Schiller et al. 2011; Portes 
1989). According to this perspective, the ‘transmigrant’ (Glick-Schiller et 
al. 1995) makes visible those migrant practices that are not determined by 
assimilationist politics and that creatively navigate national policies on 
both production and reproduction. Although transnationalist theories do 
not always engage explicitly in political aspects of migration, their per-
spectives often have consequences for political arguments, and, in some 
debates, also for the moral evaluation of political strategies of member-
ship. A focus on transnational inclusion has partly influenced the academ-
ic debate about a European community. Scholars such as the sociologist 
Ulrich Beck have supported a notion of European cosmopolitan citizen-
ship that transcends what is seen as a rigid protectionism of nation-states 
and their inability to deal with migration in democratic and fair ways 
(Beck 2007). Critiquing this view of cosmopolitan citizenship, migration 
scholar Peo Hansen argues that European trajectories and harmonisation 
of migration policies in the EU could in fact be associated with greater 
protectionism (Hansen 2009). A European politics of decreasing social 
citizenship and increasing border controls provides a contact point for 
anti-immigrant politics of individual nation-states. Therefore, political 
initiatives based on such political agendas can merge into policy located 
outside the individual nation-state allowing restrictions to be implement-
ed with less accountability (ibid.). 

In this thesis I understand the debates about national and transna-
tional spaces, and the discursive construction of these spaces as free or 
restrictive, as being about belonging and I use these debates as a plat-
form from which to analyse moral arguments in management discourses. 
Therefore, the separation of national and transnational membership gen-
erates empirical questions with regard to the case studies of this thesis. 
These questions concern how the dominance of temporary or short-term 
labour within both the IT services industry and the wild berry industry 
affects notions of membership. Some of these aspects are also dealt with 
in recent academic and political discussions on circular migration.
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Circular migration – spontaneous migration flows?
Related to the discussions of national and transnational perspectives are 
debates within policy and migration scholarship that address whether 
migration calls for social inclusion and national citizenship for migrants. 
The different ways in which migrants are allowed to enter a country on 
the basis of employment is managed through state policy, but migration 
policies are also affected by the ways in which migrants’ settlement is per-
ceived (Castles and Miller 2003). Researchers have for instance critiqued 
the simplistic understanding of migration as something that happens 
once, happens in one direction, and includes permanent settlement and 
progressive integration in a new host country (Ong 2003). Such notions 
of migrant settlement dominated migration politics during the last dec-
ades of the 20th century. Current policy trends, however, seem to be part-
ly moving towards a re-emphasis on migrant return and an interest in 
what is called circular migration. 

Steven Vertovec (2007) argues that the conceptualisation of circular 
migration, which has been launched as a concept in policy and research, 
constitutes attempts to capture migration patterns of diaspora and trans-
national migrants that are far from new. The emphasis on non-permanent 
migration counters notions of migration as a process that necessarily 
drains developing countries of labour and skills. Instead, processes of cir-
cular migration are framed through development discourses as win-win-
win situations that benefit the sending country, the hosting countries, as 
well as the migrants and their families (ibid.). In Sweden, governmental 
reports (SOU 2010:40, SOU 2011:28) on the topic of circular migration 
and policy reform, discussed diverse topics such as family relations, du-
al-citizenship, and the portability of social insurance. The report also in-
cluded an academic discourse on migration, especially on transnation-
alist notions of migration and mobility. The committee that published 
the report advocated what it described as ‘spontaneous circular migration, 
i.e. a system where the individual decides when he or she migrates, and 
where the employer decides if labour from third countries should be 
hired’ (SOU 2011:28: 12). There is, however, a tension with regard to the 
notion of the spontaneity of circular migration, since it does not take into 
account the potential discrepancy between institutional and structural 
contexts of the decisions made by migrants and employers. This tension 
addresses the difficulties of navigating judgements of what constitutes 
‘freedom’ and what constitutes ‘force’ in a context of transnational mi-
gration, and therefore provides a background against which managers’ 
moral evaluations can be analysed. The analytical chapters will address 
the effects of employer practice and management discourse in terms of 
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structuring a migration that is sometimes defined as spontaneous and 
sometimes understood as managed through policy.

Continuities and discontinuities of 
analysing guest-worker regimes
The policy focus on labour migration in Europe has gained more influence 
since the early 2000s, and therefore the academic notion of managed mi-
gration has mainly been used in order to capture these later trends. There 
is however a northern European history of extensive labour immigration 
by guest workers that characterised the post-war period. These guest 
workers were thought to fill temporary needs for labour, though we now 
know that they have come to represent a large part of a permanent ‘im-
migrant community’. These types of historic labour migration regimes 
are by no means specific to Europe; they are part of a ‘global history of 
deportable labour’ (Hahamovitch 2011). 

Compared to the fields of research on migration that has emerged 
in the last decades, when the role of employers was largely neglected, 
Marxist analyses of post-war labour migration in the 1970s exemplifies 
migration research that did pay attention to employers and capital (see 
e.g. Castles and Kosack 1972). These theories have however also been 
critiqued for their conceptualisation of labour migrants as cheap labour 
for capital, and for simplistic analyses of migrant workers’ distinct roles 
in class conflicts and economic functions for hegemonic social relations. 
In his critique, Burawoy (1976) for instance argues that understanding 
labour migration as an increased supply of cheap labour fails to address 
the central questions: ‘cheap for whom? in respect to what? under which 
circumstances?’ (ibid: 1055ff).

 Yet it is not only the Marxist theoretical focus that allows for the 
analyses of employer interests. The central role of employers emerges 
also in historic accounts of post-war labour migration, such as that of 
Hahamovitch (2011), or in a Swedish context Frank (2005). In her intro-
duction and historical overview on guest worker systems, Hahamovitch 
illustrates the recurring conflict between capital interest in guest workers 
and public oppositions to the presence of foreign labour (Hahamovitch 
2011: 15) and brings light to some of the lobbying work of employers in 
Germany and Australia at the turn of the last century. She describes how 
the German state did not primarily become involved in regulating the 
mobility and settlement of Polish farm workers in order to facilitate the 
import of labour. The main reason was rather to satisfy public opinion 
and ensure that guest workers were not integrated into German society. 
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These political strategies were later acknowledged and adopted by the 
employers. ‘Recognising the power of anti-Polish forces, growers peti-
tioned not for an open border but for the right to import agricultural 
labour on a temporary basis’ (ibid.). 

In 1946 a governmental investigation in Sweden initiated discussions 
to meet the demand for labour through migration, and in the 1950s agree-
ments for the collective transfer of labour were signed with Finland, Hun-
gary, and Italy. From having been mainly an emigrant country Sweden 
turned into a country of immigration, and entered a new period marked 
by several shifts in policy and changing public opinion (Hammar 1985). 
The post-war labour immigration policies in Sweden were designed with 
more liberal views on settlement and the naturalisation of migrants than, 
for instance, the German guest worker programs (ibid.). This legisla-
tion changed over several phases from the mid-1960s onwards towards a 
stricter regulation of migration. These changes reinforced the legal pro-
tection of migrant workers, but their mobility also became more rigidly 
regulated as migrants were required to have found both employment and 
accommodation before entering Sweden (Frank 2005: 18). The author-
ities introduced a requirement of a labour shortage of potential immi-
grant workers from the Nordic countries before allowing work permits 
to be issued to migrants from other parts of Europe. Furthermore, work-
ing conditions and salaries needed to correspond to Swedish collective 
agreements or praxis within the sector or the occupation in which the 
migrant worker was employed.

There was widespread concern about a deficit of labour in Sweden 
during the first years of this relatively unregulated policy. The labour un-
ions initially supported the liberal policies, but became increasingly wor-
ried that immigration would result in a low-wage immigrant workforce, 
leading to social dumping, since migrant workers were almost exclusively 
recruited for low-skilled jobs (SOU 2006: 86-87). The unions insisted on 
making full employment of the native population a priority. The histor-
ically strong position of trade unions in Sweden, and the fact that work-
places were to a large extent subject to collective agreements, affected the 
migration legislation. Most migrants did however also become members 
of the unions (Kjellberg 2010: 84). 

One of the reasons for more restrictive rules during the 1960s was 
the social situation of many migrant workers from southern Europe who 
arrived in Sweden without either work permits or housing. Many foreign 
workers and their accompanying families needed assistance from the 
Swedish authorities, and their situations became a public concern. Also, 
the unions reacted against the exploitation of migrant workers and iden-
tified the need for better initial controls of social conditions for migrant 
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workers (Frank 2005: 91). Hence, the moral negotiations of labour migra-
tion not only referenced economic values of capital and native workers, 
but also mirrored social values of ‘decency’ that worked to shift policy 
and attitudes. 

The system for importing labour during the 1960s and the early 1970s 
was not comparable to the guest worker system implemented, for ex-
ample, in Germany. In Sweden, work permits were generally routinely 
extended after their initial approval, which strengthened the migrant 
workers’ position in the Swedish labour market. Many labour migrants 
also settled in Sweden, and naturalisation within this group was relatively 
high (SOU 2006: 85-7). Furthermore, although employers often preferred 
to recruit unmarried migrant labour, workers were allowed to bring their 
families (Frank 2005: 205). Labour immigration to Sweden was also dif-
ferent from that in the other countries of southern and central Europe, 
and although ethnic segmentation was visible in the labour market, mi-
grants had full access to the social welfare system, and most gained per-
manent residence permits (Schierup et al. 2006: 196). In practice, the 
trade unions came to exercise a de facto veto on work permits, and their 
stricter approach to work permit applications in the early 1970s contrib-
uted to a dramatic decrease of labour migration; a practice which largely 
remained until 2008 (OECD 2011: 57). 

This overview illustrates the development and far-from-linear trans-
formation of the regulation and implementation of foreign labour recruit-
ment, both by the state and by employers. The moral dimensions raised 
in public debates seem to have had an impact on how employers argued, 
and on which discourses on belonging, permanency, and settlement were 
invoked in these arguments. Historic accounts of the recruitment of for-
eign workers partly describe employers’ arguments and desires. However, 
the research that I have presented here does not systematically analyse 
how employers relate to notions of the national population and their 
fears, privileges, or empathy, as they affect and intervene in migration 
processes. This provides an analytic interest for the following chapters 
of this thesis. 

Temporary labour migration – two cases
So far, I have discussed how the reform of labour migration regulations in 
Sweden represents a new migration regime in terms of policy. Several re-
searchers have also begun to study the effects of the reform (for instance 
Calleman et al. 2015). One of the most significant changes the reform has 
delivered is the increase of migrant labour to the service industry. The 
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pre-reform requirements of the labour shortage in Sweden and the EU 
had previously made it difficult to hire workers from third countries to 
work in restaurants or hotels (Calleman et al. 2015). Yet more generally, 
the reform has not led to a dramatic increase of labour immigration to 
Sweden. 

Two other sectors, which together are the focus of this thesis, stand 
out in the statistics on work visas granted in Sweden: the IT services in-
dustry and the agricultural sector. Computer specialists from India rep-
resent the second largest and most rapidly growing group, while Thai 
seasonal workers constitute the largest group. Before the reform, these 
sectors already recruited foreign workers due to exceptions for experts 
and seasonal workers in the previous regulatory framework. While the 
administrative practices of recruitment in these sectors have been affect-
ed by the reforms (Emilsson 2016), the numbers have not increased as 
markedly as it may appear in the statistics on labour migration. 

A majority of the work permits in the IT industry are granted to Indian 
nationals. In the agricultural sector, the migrant work especially concerns 
seasonal workers in the wild berry industry, and mostly employs Thai 
nationals. To some extent, these two groups have been symbolically im-
portant for how labour migration in Sweden is perceived and discussed. 
The IT workers represent the desirable work force that is the target in 
competitive states’ migration agendas, and the berry pickers represent 
vulnerable migrant workers who suffer from a lack of legal protection. 
The importance of these debates in relation to how managers talk about 
migrant labour in the two industries is analysed in the following chapters.

In general, however, labour immigration policy in high-income coun-
tries almost always implies a trade-off between migrant rights and the 
admission of migrants (Ruhs 2013). After the reform of labour migration 
regulations, and following reports of the denial of decent conditions and 
wages and the failure to follow up on employers who have been approved 
as sponsors of work permits, the debates in Sweden have been particular-
ly focused on labour rights. Actors such as the Swedish Migration Agen-
cy and several trade unions publicly renounced the main responsibility 
for workplace and employer controls at the time of the reform. Although 
stricter controls have since been implemented, there is a division in the 
debate concerning employer organisations that have requested adminis-
trative procedures to be as simple as possible and those who argue that 
employers need to be further monitored (Calleman et al. 2015; Krifors 
2013). Migrants’ rights remain important in the political debates about 
the reform, but the initial debates about the dangers of lower overall wage 
levels in Sweden have not persisted, considering the rather small scale of 
labour immigration (Calleman et al. 2015). 
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The two case studies in this dissertation concern migrant workers 
who are considered to be highly skilled and attractive, as well as migrant 
workers who are categorised as low-skilled seasonal workers. The differ-
ence between the two groups in terms of which moral dimensions the 
employers address will inform the analytical chapters in this thesis. Sim-
ilar in both these industries is the dominance of temporary labour migra-
tion where migrant workers do not normally apply for permanent resi-
dence permits (the Migration Swedish Agency 2016). In fact, short-term 
stays of less than one year, at workplaces where there are many other 
labour migrants, represent the most common situation for migrant work-
ers in Sweden (OECD 2011: 91). These two Swedish case studies have the 
potential of contributing to the research on the mechanisms of managing 
temporary labour migration, rather than long-term migration that has 
constituted the main focus of recent migration theories (Parreñas 2010). 

Swedish migration policy does not block long-term work permits for 
agricultural work and IT work if employers claim such a need for labour 
in the long term. The short-term character of work permits, however, is 
related to the ways in which production is organised within these indus-
tries. Swedish companies are often not the formal employers of tempo-
rary foreign labour; the workers’ mobility and migration is instead or-
ganised by networks of international suppliers. The short-term work in 
Sweden therefore cannot be understood only in relation to migration 
regimes and state regulations. 

In the next chapter I discuss how actors within the economy can be 
identified for the purpose of this thesis. I will also develop a theoretical 
framework that provides a structure for the analysis of management dis-
course in the two case industries. By ‘develop’, I mean that the dialogue 
between migration perspectives and the global economy requires several 
small steps of interpretation. The interest in management discourse that 
this thesis pursues is based on an assumption that management discourse 
can tell us about the relationship between the economy and migration 
management. The analysis of management discourse therefore requires 
an understanding of the context in which managers act and make sense 
of their relationship with migrant labour. This context, as defined in my 
research design described in Chapter 4, comprises the economy of the 
wild berry industry and the economy of the IT services industry. In the 
next chapter I discuss theories that will help conceptualise the economy 
of those two industries in which migrant labour plays a large role. These 
concepts and definitions will provide contact points to the overall back-
ground of how migration and citizenship affect membership and moral 
evaluations of the role of migrant labour in the larger society. 
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In the previous chapter, which outlined the background for this thesis, I 
argued for the significance of studying the moral dimensions of migration 
management – the selection of migrants who are worthy of entry, as well 
as the mediations of membership and citizenship. Migration research at-
tributes great importance to the economy of capitalist production when 
it comes to mechanisms of managing which migrants are worthy of entry 
and membership, and which migrants are not. The economy is, howev-
er, left without scrutiny and tends to be treated as a conditioning factor 
(Bauder 2006). The practices of entrepreneurs, employers, and man-
agers can be conceptualised as important aspects of the economy, and 
these economic actors can furthermore be understood as intermediar-
ies of both migration and transnational relations of production. Against 
this background, I will consider the moral dimensions of an international 
economy of migrant labour in this theoretical chapter. I will discuss differ-
ences between how the movement of capital and the movement of people 
have been evaluated in public and academic discourse. I will also situate 
migrant labour within a theoretical framework of global and transnation-
al production in order to provide a platform from which management, 
and its effects on how workers are valued within specific industries, can 
be studied.   

The chapter begins with a discussion about how migration and eco-
nomic globalisation have been treated as separate phenomena, and the 
implications this has had on theorisation, concepts, and research. I then 
present theoretical discussions that help frame the interconnectedness 
that characterises the economy. Furthermore, these theoretical discus-
sions provide analytical tools that specify and delimit the main material 
of this thesis: managers, management talk, and how they describe their 
relations with migrant labour. These analytical tools specifically draw at-
tention to supply chain relations, differentiation, and discourse.  Towards 
the end of the chapter I focus the discussion on how moral dimensions of 
the economy can be understood in relation to the language and emotions 
that are enacted as people evaluate certain arrangements of labour. 
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Migration: being mobile in a global economy
In the introduction to this thesis I mentioned the conceptual ‘messiness’ 
of studying migrant labour in particular industries and economies. The 
conceptualisation of migrant workers and temporary foreign labour can 
refer to the same groups of people, but directs our attention to very dif-
ferent theories.

Part of the explanation for this messiness is that debates about la-
bour migration challenge us to think about two dominant discourses of 
freedom of mobility: the migration of people that is restricted through 
national and EU policy, and the mobility of business activities that is en-
couraged by economic globalisation. Geographer Doreen Massey argues 
that, contrary to the mobility of people, globalisation is seen as an aspa-
tial and inevitable phenomenon: 

The dominant institutions and governments that clamour most strongly 
in favour of globalisation argue for it in terms of free trade. And they 
argue for ‘free trade’ in terms of which in turn suggest that there is some 
self-evident right to global mobility. The very term ‘free’ immediately 
implies something good, something to be aimed at. It is self-evidently 
right that space should be unbounded. Yet, come a debate on immigra-
tion, and they immediately have to recourse to another geographical 
imagination altogether, another vision of global space which is equally 
powerful, equally – apparently – incontrovertible (Massey 2005: 86).

Massey illustrates how self-evident truths about spatial freedom or con-
tainment, where she contrasts debates on globalisation and migration, 
are presented separately and are only explicitly negotiated in distinct 
situations. The appeal to ‘an imagination of pure boundlessness or pure 
flow as self-evident foundation is neither possible in principle nor open 
to political debate’, Massey (2005: 86) continues. While notions of pure 
boundlessness, or instead, the belief in the right to maintain impermeable 
borders, may act as moral foundations to some arguments, such discours-
es are not necessarily practised as principles. Labour migration presents 
an empirical case in point, where the notions of economic freedom of 
mobility and the spatial rootedness of people are negotiated; a case where 
neither total freedom nor containment is claimed in the public debates 
presented in the previous chapter. Migrant workers in similar regimes of 
managed migration, are seen as mobile, yet their mobility is controlled 
and managed. These migrant workers are differentiated from other cate-
gories of migrants as they are allowed entry, and their right to stay and to 
move are negotiated when their terms and conditions of social rights, vi-
sas, and employment are determined. According to Massey (2005), such 



27

Theorising the moral economy of international production

practices bring the abstract principles of the rights of movement and con-
tainment into politics. I argue that it is also by analysing these practices 
that the moral dimensions of the rights of movement and containment 
become visible.

Addressing social science studies of globalisation rather than the pub-
lic debate of economy, sociologist Saskia Sassen argues that academic 
discourse tends to reproduce a false separation of the processes that are 
considered to constitute globalisation and their local ‘outcomes’. Rath-
er than understanding the flows of transnational capital as disembedded 
processes of abstract macro-globalisation, and the migration of people 
and expressions of multiculturalism as ‘local’ phenomena, Sassen ex-
plains how: 

[…] the capabilities for global operation, coordination and control 
contained in the new information technologies and in the power of 
transnational corporations need to be produced. By focusing on the 
production of these capabilities we add a neglected dimension to the 
familiar issue of the power of large corporations and the new technol-
ogies. The emphasis shifts to the practices that constitute what we call 
economic globalization and global control: the work of producing and 
reproducing the organization and management of a global production 
system and a global marketplace for finance, both under conditions of 
economic concentration. (Sassen 2000:81)

To conceptualise the economy of capitalist production in relation to mi-
grant labour requires that the problem of an analytical separation of glo-
balisation and migration in social theory is addressed. I take the approach 
that capabilities, coordination and control, and practices that constitute 
globalisation, are also articulated in the management of foreign labour in 
Sweden in ways that are not separated from the production processes. 
Although the management of migrant labour with regards to its inter-
national mobility and membership in national or transnational settings 
is central, it cannot be separated from the more general management of 
labour in the production processes. This directs our attention to the prac-
tices of management and the local contexts in which they act. Social the-
ories on global production have addressed these issues and help us break 
down an abstract phenomenon such as the ‘global economy’.

Production in global chains – locating the actors
The introduction to the two case studies in Chapter 2 – the IT services 
and the wild berry industries – indicated that production is not exclusive-
ly composed of ‘Swedish’ business and ‘foreign’ workers. Globalisation 
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has created an economy in which actors are increasingly interconnected, 
and different aspects of production are outsourced to other firms and 
businesses. The reason why these aspects of the economy are important 
to frame theoretically in this chapter is because they affect the ways in 
which we can understand the management of foreign workers in Swedish 
industries. 

Although the concrete practices involved in the processes of global 
interconnectedness may not have been thoroughly explored in the socio-
logical research of globalisation (Sassen 2001), the academic literature on 
business and management has taken an increasing interest in the govern-
ance of such international relations (Starosta 2010: 433). The literature 
on global commodity chains, global value chains, and global production 
networks, which represent the related fields of research that I present 
below, investigates the networks of the production processes by engaging 
tools derived from a world-systems perspective on the interconnected-
ness of global capital (Bair 2005). The framework of a world-system, de-
veloped by Wallerstein (1983), engages with the rise of ‘the West’ and the 
persistence of global inequalities through the organisation of production 
and exchange. Hopkins and Wallerstein (1977) introduced the concept of 
the ‘commodity chain’, defined as the ‘network[s] of labor and produc-
tion processes whose end result is a finished commodity’ (Hopkins and 
Wallerstein, 1986: 158).5 This theoretical approach questioned assump-
tions of globalisation as the progression of national markets into an in-
creasingly international market. Rather than analysing one-dimensional 
developments of markets, commodity chains conceptualise the differenti-
ation of the globalisation processes by placing the global division of labour 
and unequal distribution at the centre of the analysis. This theoretical ap-
proach also looks at the processes of exchange, production, distribution, 
and investment, and therefore expands the analysis by incorporating the 
complex relationships of state and capital. These theoretical perspectives 
mainly help me to analyse the capitalist actors in relation to the different 
roles and positions that they have, because of the margins and profits of 
their particular businesses and their relations to particular states, regions 
and to global economy. 

In her review of the literature on commodity chains, Bair (2005) ar-
gues that following later theoretical developments of commodity chains, 
researchers have shifted their focus to other aspects than those generally 
studied in the world-systems literature. While the world-systems frame-
work is mostly concerned with how a stratified and hierarchical world-sys-

5  Referenced in Bair (2005:155).
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tem is structured and reproduced by commodity chains (Bair 2005: 156), 
later literature takes an interest in inter-firm networks or the upgrading 
of individual firms within a global commodity chain. A particular focus 
has also been put on the governance structures and the distribution of 
value among the different firms (ibid: 159). A partial explanation for this 
shift is how these later studies avoid a holistic view of global capitalism, 
and how they tend to focus either on a meso-level analysis of countries, 
in what Gereffi (2005) calls the ‘institutional focus’, or of organisations, 
in which an organisational perspective takes firms as the study object.

None of these developments, however, correspond to the research 
problems that I have identified in this thesis. First, I do not map the value 
added or track the production process along the chains. Therefore, nei-
ther the effects on stratification among world regions, nor the effects on 
organisations and firms within these networks can be analysed. Instead, 
I am interested in how these complex relations affect the ways in which 
managers in Sweden value labour and justify workers’ conditions. In this 
thesis, I have chosen to work with a conceptualisation of supply-chain 
capitalism, inspired mainly by the anthropologist Anna Tsing’s discus-
sions on ‘commodity chains based on subcontracting, outsourcing, and 
allied arrangements’ (Tsing 2012: 148). Tsing has traced the global entan-
glements of production and labour in different research projects (2015, 
2012, 2005) and uses the term ‘supply-chain capitalism’ in a theoretical 
article (Tsing 2012) to address what she considers to be a reorganisation 
of the global economy. As a new global standard, supply-chain capital-
ism identifies how leading firms around the world outsource ‘just about 
everything, and certainly everything involving the ordinary, long-estab-
lished risks of labour recruitment, training, and discipline’ (Tsing 2012: 
52). 

The concept of supply chains is useful in this thesis for several rea-
sons. I argue that Tsing successfully accounts for the importance of rep-
resentation and discourse in the capitalist relations that construct, re-
produce, or manage difference between groups of workers, through her 
conceptualisation of supply chains. These links between the theories of 
global economy and the analytical tools that can be used in order to study 
how managers talk about labour, and how this affects the construction 
of migrant labour in a larger perspective, are important to the ways in 
which I can approach my material. Later in this chapter I will elaborate on 
these links, and on how the construction of difference can be theorised. I 
also argue that by focusing on the term ‘supply’, rather than on the terms 
‘commodity’, ‘value’, or ‘production’, the managers that feature in my ma-
terial can be situated in relation to specific arrangements of outsourced 
labour and subcontracting, which are central to both of the case studies. 
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The management practices of supplying labour to other companies, or of 
negotiating terms and conditions of labour supply within their respec-
tive industries, can be understood as practices that manage migration, 
although not directly related to state police. This facilitates an analysis 
that situates the role of employers and managers within the discussions 
on national or transnational memberships, and explores how such mem-
berships are negotiated. With respect to the negotiation of membership, 
recent discussions within the literature on global production are useful in 
order to connect the role of the nation to the processes of global produc-
tion. I will discuss how nations and national belonging can be ascribed 
importance in the processes of global production in the next section.

The nation and the transnational – institutions and identities
Criticisms directed at the different approaches to research on the chains 
of production have observed a lack of detail on institutional factors (Bair 
2005), as well as on labour (Selwyn 2012). I have discussed how the re-
gimes of managed migration can contribute to a segmentation of the 
labour market by decoupling labour and citizenship, resulting in cases 
where some workers have no social rights to fall back on. A migration 
regime can be understood as an institutional dimension that affects the 
value of labour for producers. The reproduction and regulation of labour 
can for instance impact why a firm locates to a particular place, or adds 
a particular value to a commodity. Bair, however, argues that current re-
search on commodity chains suffers from a lack of incorporated insti-
tutional factors, and suggests that the social and institutional contexts 
in which commodity chains ‘touch down’ should be more elaborated in 
these studies (Bair 2005: 169). The combination of the perspectives on 
global production and migration regimes that this thesis pursues can 
therefore contribute to the theoretical discussions within this field. Al-
though I do not study the material effects of institutional factors, such as 
the consequences of profit or salaries within particular industries follow-
ing the reforms of the labour migration regulations, the arguments among 
businesses are important to investigate. By studying these arguments the 
influence of different capital interests on the development of migration 
policies in different countries can be revealed. 

National and transnational contexts that affect production in an inter-
national network or chain may also depend on less ‘tangible’ factors, such 
as national identity. In a study on the importance of Mexican nationalism 
and national identity for the production and value of tequila, Bowen and 
Gaytán (2012) integrate analyses of culture into the framework of com-
modity chains. Transnational identities and relations can also be studied 
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from this perspective. A study by Freidberg (2004) on two transnational 
networks of green bean production highlighted the cultural context of the 
global economy. Freidberg’s focus on exporters and importers provides 
an interesting focus in relation to this thesis since it centres on how the 
work of these two intermediaries incorporates culture in production and 
in transnational economic relationships. Both transnational networks, 
French and British, were colonial in their governance of commodity pro-
duction. The networks guided by French values projected preferences for 
traditional presentations and peasant production on the commodities. 
These values had very different effects on the ethnic and racial notions 
of African exporters compared with the British norms of universalistic 
health standards, and a consumer desire for industrial production and 
clean packaging. These studies are examples of how national identity 
and the history of transnational relationships affect both the value of the 
commodity and the value of labour. By studying management discourse, I 
investigate how managers talk about, define, and attribute importance to 
national and transnational aspects of production within their industries. 
My analytical focus is on the effects that these definitions have on how 
labour is situated, how different workers are valued, and how their con-
ditions are justified. 

Locating the worker in theories of production
The anthropologist and geographer David Harvey argues that labour and 
the working body are fundamental to globalisation and to the spatial ex-
pansion of capital (Harvey 2000). Making use of Karl Marx’s separation 
of workers from their labour power, which is appropriated as a commodi-
ty under capitalism, Harvey argues that the circulation of capital through 
exchange and consumption is a dimension in which the working body is 
present (2000: 103). As capital defines a specific purpose of labour power, 
Harvey argues, it mobilises ‘sexual drives, affective feelings, and creative 
powers of labour’, and also shapes the labour force and the working body 
to particular practices (ibid.). As an example, a mother may be a Chris-
tian, born in Iraq, and fluent in English, and these aspects of ‘the working 
body’ will influence the ways in which capital is likely to mobilise, or not 
mobilise, her labour power. The Marxist understanding of workers put 
forward by Harvey inspires the analysis in this thesis in which the differ-
ent ways that management discourse situates workers – for instance as 
migrants, as members or non-members of particular communities – are 
crucial to how migrant labour is mobilised. This gives rise to questions 
concerning whether the managers’ accounts in this thesis, as far as man-
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agers are representative of ‘capital’, may constitute an important dimen-
sion of such mobilisation. I will return to this theme later in the chapter.

Selwyn has criticised the literature on commodity chains for lacking 
a theoretical integration of labour that allows for analyses of both the 
agency of workers and the role of the labour process to add value to com-
modities (2012).6 The most recent attempts to integrate labour have been 
initiated under the theoretical stream of Global Production Networks 
(Coe et al. 2008) and these studies, especially, point out how the econom-
ic upgrading of firms does not necessarily imply a social upgrading for 
workers (Barrientos et al. 2011). These are important points on the role of 
labour, and my approach acknowledges that workers are also agents who 
negotiate and affect arrangements within the global economy, though the 
main focus is on management practice and discourse. Being concerned 
with the mobilisation of labour, this thesis mainly discusses how managers 
account for the social dimensions of workers’ lives, and how this affects 
the legitimation of certain arrangements of labour mobility in manage-
ment discourse. The agency and the potential of workers’ practices and 
discourses are not the focus, although the perspective on the managers’ 
accounts also allows for observations of conflicts and ambivalence.  

The management discourses reveal constructions both of labour as 
integrated practices in the economy and in the market, and of workers 
as a subject position and as ‘bodies’ with particular attributes and dispo-
sitions. Tsing argues that supply-chain capitalism both creates and rein-
forces existing niche structures of the economy through subcontracting 
practices of specialisation (Tsing 2009: 151). Niche structures of the econ-
omy have also been researched as labour market segmentation within 
migration studies which mainly reference how racialisation and citizen-
ship affect the segments that particular workers ‘fit’ into (Bauder 2006; 
Anderson 2000). In relation to a theoretical framework of supply-chain 
capitalism, Tsing describes how suppliers drive corporate and managerial 
cultures through which workers learn to perform ‘difference’, in order 
to mark their labour competence in a certain niche. For example, a ‘day 
labourer must perform brawn and availability; a prostitute must perform 
sexual charm’ (Tsing 2009: 159). These arguments are based on Marxist 
conceptualisations of labour, referenced for instance by Harvey (2000). 

6  Selwyn (2012) also adds to the critique of current research on commodity chains by arguing 
that the lack of a comprehensive inclusion of labour is not only the result of a retreat to 
meso-level analyses, but can be found also in world systems’ analyses that favour studies on 
exchange rather than on production. 
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Theorising these niches in the supply-chain economy, Tsing uses the 
concept of ‘non-work tropes’ (2009). These are tropes that represent la-
bour as something else. For instance, within supply chains labour is in-
creasingly defined in relation to entrepreneurship, consumption, or man-
agement. Tsing illustrates non-work tropes by referencing terms such 
as ‘servant leader’ – a figure that the leading retail corporation Walmart 
introduced in relation to labour along their supply chain. The servant 
leader depicts workers as managers by using references to Christian val-
ues and family loyalty (Tsing, 2009: 159ff). These constructions of labour 
as practices and identities that are not related to work and wage labour 
can act both as features of labour that may be preferred by workers, and 
as a capitalist super-exploitation of cultural values. Although the word 
‘exploitation’ carries, in lay terms, the connotations of moral evaluation, 
in a Marxist framework the exploitation of labour is what brings about 
surplus value (Fine and Saad-Filho 2004: 39). Some researchers refer to 
‘hyper-exploitation’ or ‘super-exploitation’, often in relation to migrant 
workers with particularly precarious lives (cf unfree labour; Miles 1987), 
to mark a difference to business, or labour, ‘as usual’ (Balibar, 1991: 224). 
There are therefore moral dimensions to these conceptualisations: When 
is exploitation particularly immoral? And are worker preferences valued? 
In this thesis I investigate moral legitimations by looking at how labour 
is constructed in the management discourses that mobilise labour, and 
whether labour is also constructed as an identity and a practice other than 
wage work. This does not answer the questions concerning how much 
exploitation, but rather how the specific exploitation within the industries 
that I have studied is legitimised. 

Differences between workers 
Feminist studies of labour have criticised theories that depict class and 
economy as homogenous, and have shown how gender affects the ways in 
which labour is exploited (Acker 2006a). Intersectional feminist scholars 
have critiqued the notion of gender as an experience or a social relation 
that can be understood apart from the relations of race, ethnicity, nation-
ality, or citizenship (Collins 1998; hooks 1989; Mulinari and de Los Reyes 
2005). Poststructuralist critique has challenged static understandings of 
social categories using intersectionality both as a critical tool and as a 
theoretical perspective that takes the transformations and instability of 
social constructions seriously (Bredström 2008: 93ff). In the case of re-
search on labour, intersectionality contributes to ways of understanding 
a plurality of gendered or racialised practices (Mulinari and Selberg 2011). 
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The great majority of feminist studies on labour can be found in the 
literature on domestic work, and often applies an intersectional perspec-
tive to analyse the social relations engaged in this type of work (Hondag-
neu-Sotelo 2001; Lutz 2008; Parreñas 2001). Using studies of domestic 
work as an example, intersectional analyses are visible not least in the ter-
minology of ‘care chains’, defined by Arlie Russel Hochschild to illustrate 
how women from the global south leave their own children for others to 
care for children of women in the global north (Hochschild 2000, 2002). 
Domestic work literature has also contributed to filling a knowledge 
gap in migration studies that largely lack analyses of those who employ 
migrant workers. Research into domestic work has shown how migrant 
subjects are shaped in relation to the desires of those who manage and 
control labour, buy services, and sometimes also have the formal role of 
employers (Anderson 2000; Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001; Lundström 2013). 
The domestic work literature characterises these relations as intimate 
(Hochschild 2000, 2002), and debates the effects of such intimacies, for 
example, on the emotional labour it requires (Hochschild 1983) or the 
feelings of transnational families (Parreñas 2005). The global structure 
of domestic work is also coloured by policies on reproduction, for in-
stance the structure of tax reductions on household services (RUT) in 
Sweden (Gavanas 2010), and Italian policies on private family lives (Näre 
2011). From this research we know much about how Western women with 
nannies from developing countries negotiate their privileges of race, gen-
der, and class through the labour of ‘other’ women. This scholarship also 
shows how such desires are related to changing welfare regimes and care 
regimes (Lutz 2011).

Rather than understanding feminist or intersectional studies of the 
economy as particularistic, Tsing argues that such interventions should 
be understood as an argument in favour of understanding capitalism as 
constituted by diversity (Tsing 2009). It is not an anomaly that non-eco-
nomic aspects of peoples’ life situations and identities are incorporated 
into arrangements of production. I see the body of literature on domestic 
work, parts of which are referenced here, as contributions to our under-
standing of how differences, along the lines of gender, race, or nationality, 
are mobilised in the arrangements of labour. The structures of labour and 
employment in the industries that are the focus of this thesis are very 
different from those in domestic work, and the constructions of differ-
ences between groups of workers may not correspond to what has been 
described in the domestic work literature. However, the ways in which 
analyses of domestic work has incorporated difference is central to this 
research on management discourse, as analyses of economic life need to 
resist notions of capitalist homogeneity, and instead theorise the patchy 
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multiplicity of production and work (Tsing 2015: 5). Although Tsing af-
firms that supply chains are not essentially more diverse than other types 
of capitalist production, she argues that since they constitute links be-
tween very dissimilar firms they ‘worry’ about diversity (Tsing 2009: 150). 
Such self-consciousness offers analytical grounds for understanding why 
gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, citizenship status, age, sexuality, and 
other aspects of labour diversity are central to the structure of the glob-
al economy (ibid.). To me, these aspects of labour diversity constitute a 
strong argument in favour of studying what this thesis sets out to explore: 
the management discourses within supply chains and the ways in which 
managers talk about differences among labour and within the production 
processes.

Moral economy – grand theory and 
situated management discourse
In Chapter 2, I illustrated some of the moral issues that seem particularly 
difficult for migration management to navigate. Examples of such mor-
al issues concerned the freedom of migrants, vis-à-vis the value of unity 
and memberships, such as national belonging or citizenship. Rather than 
arguing that these constitute mutually exclusive moral positions, I argue 
that these issues can be theoretically captured by maintaining a focus on 
the enactment of different values as actors put forward arguments in de-
bates on migration policy. So far in this chapter I have discussed how I 
define structures of the economy and the relationships between capital 
and labour for the purpose of this thesis. 

Moral economy could be viewed as a research field, yet studies in this 
field are loosely tied together and mark not a coherent theoretical ap-
proach but rather an empirical interest in how economic practices are 
also cultural, social, and moral. The most significant body of research 
concerns the moral dimensions of class relations: protests and compli-
ance of the peasant (Scott 1976), the values and consciousness of the 18th 
century English working class (Thompson 1971), or present-day British 
class relations (Sayer 2005a, 2005b, 2004). The types of relational eco-
nomic morals that are investigated in this thesis encompass class rela-
tions or labour relations, but in the specific context of transnational sup-
ply chains. In their extensive work, The New Spirit of Capitalism, Boltanski 
and Chiapello (2005) studied how exploitation in capitalism has changed 
forms in the last decades, following a social critique that demands more 
freedom and greater worker autonomy. In some respects their work pro-
vides a useful platform for discussions on moral economy in this thesis. 
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The relevance of Boltanski and Chiapello’s work to this thesis especially 
concerns the interest in managerial discourse that they pursue, and an 
interest in social critique and its impact on the economy, thus adding 
a moral dimension to theories of global capitalism. The authors argue 
that management discourse today ‘constitutes the form par excellence 
in which the spirit of capitalism is incorporated and received’ (Boltanski 
and Chiapello 2005: 14). The organisation of a network economy intro-
duced more sophisticated types of exploitation, emphasising worker au-
tonomy and flexibility. New forms of capitalism, the authors argue, must 
incorporate a moral dimension in order to mobilise people, and the val-
ues need to appeal to a more-than-one-dimensional human being: a homo 
economicus (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005: 487). Examples of such values 
are the changing conceptions of exploitation in a ‘connexionist world’. 
The essence of exploitation is its invisible contribution to value – the la-
bour that, unacknowledged, gives profit for ‘great men’. According to Bol-
tanski and Chiapello, it is the links in a network economy– mobility and 
flexibility – that make up value. Therefore, it is the lack of mobility of ‘the 
little people’ that legitimises how highly valued the mobility of multina-
tionals and financial markets are (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005: 360ff). 
Boltanski and Chiapello have been criticised for their unclear position in 
relation to recent critical theories on management (Willmott 2013), and 
for their lack of an empirical focus on how management discourse affects 
management practices – a focus that requires an ethnographic perspec-
tive (Ekman 2013). I am inspired by the connections between social cri-
tique and capitalism that Boltanski and Chiapello construct through their 
focus on management discourse, though I am also interested in under-
standing more ambiguous practices of labour and migration management 
and the situated discourses among managers. 

So, how can we think more specifically about management practices 
in relation to migrant workers? In their book How the Other Half Works: 
Immigration and the Social Organization of Labor the sociologists Roger 
Waldinger and Michael I. Lichter provide a rich empirical foundation for 
discussing the labour market processes for hiring, valuing, and replac-
ing labour in ethnically diverse and segmented societies (Waldinger and 
Lichter 2003). The authors start out by arguing against an economist 
perspective that tends to view the labour market as an ‘open bazaar’ in 
which ‘buyers and sellers encounter each other freely and, after a bit of 
squeezing the merchandize and kicking the tires, haggle out a deal’ (2003: 
43). By approaching the ethnic labour market through a sociological per-
spective, Waldinger and Lichter argue that they recognise an increasing 
‘compartmentalization’ of the labour market that managers relate to in 
their decisions. They show how shifts into a new economy have brought 
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about new ideals of workers, where newcomers are generally preferred 
to other groups of workers since they accept other conditions. Managers 
also argue that new immigrant workers cause less conflict between staff 
and managers than US workers. Following new flows of migration and 
ethnic segregation, employers come to prefer certain ethnified labour, 
and these choices are legitimised with references to the cultural or social 
and material contexts of these ethnic communities. It is however not only 
at the point of recruitment that the ethnification and racialisation of the 
workforce is constituted, but also through the managerial practices at the 
workplace, and the coding and sorting of different tasks and organisation-
al hierarchies. Previous studies (e.g. Jenkins 1986; Waldinger and Lichter 
2003) show how managers express a desire for certain features among 
their workforce in terms of ethnicity, culture, or race because they argue 
for a relation between these aspects of the workforce and the efficien-
cy of social processes at the workplace. Feminist work on organisational 
inequality (Acker 2006b) and the feminisation of production (Salzinger 
2003) have pointed out how gender and race are constructed through 
the labour process and through organisational and managerial practic-
es, where, for example, certain class-coded femininities are preferred for 
certain work in service (Mulinari 2007) or in industry (Räthzel et al. 2014; 
Salzinger 2003; Tornhill 2010). 

In these studies on management practice and ethnic or racial segmen-
tation, researchers pay attention both to language – how managers talk 
about, describe, and argue in relation to how they manage labour – and 
to the effects of how managers act. In the chapter on methodology that 
follows I will elaborate on how these dimensions of management can be 
studied with regards to this research project. This approach, however, 
raises theoretical questions about the role of discourse in specific man-
agement practices, as well as with regards to global capitalism. Boltanski 
and Chiapello investigated the nature of ideology and the role of social cri-
tique in a grander perspective on capitalist developments (2005). At this 
‘grander level’, moral economy can reference theories such as Marxist un-
derstandings of ideology and superstructure (Marx 1954 [1867]), or We-
berian history of the emergence of a capitalist ethic (Weber 1992 [1976]), 
which has very different implications for how the role of politics and the 
potential of social transformation are understood. Most discussions on 
moral economy engage in the dilemma of social theory to, very simply, 
place too much or too little importance on agency and social change. The 
critique is either that economic or ideological structures are ignored in 
favour of an emphasis on change and agency of particular social actors, or 
that discourse or relations of production are treated as absolute.  In their 
version of these theoretical conflicts, Boltanski and Chiapello present 
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contrasts between theories of force, where ‘moral exigencies, modes of 
justification, and institutional forms are treated as veils concealing reali-
ty’ (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005: xxiv), and a paradigm in which political 
institutions and law carry particular weight in the classification, categori-
sation, and normative judgements (ibid.). The theoretical dilemmas give 
rise to questions such as: How much do the practices and discourses of 
individual managers really matter in the context of grand capitalist logics 
and market processes? However, rather than investigating these debates 
in grand theory, I aim to conceptualise the moral economy expressed in 
specific settings. 

In contrast to how migrant practices are analysed as dynamic and 
creative, migration studies often neglect to analyse also the economy as 
comprised of practices that are multifaceted and unstable (Bauder 2006). 
Other academic settings have however engaged in discussions on how 
economic institutions and practices are also governed by habits, emo-
tions, and normative evaluations of right and wrong (Chapman et al. 
2009; Sayer 2005a; Zelizer 2011). In particular, the academic interpreta-
tions of Karl Polanyi’s influential work The Great Transformation (Polanyi 
1944), in which he argued that state and economy are co-constituted and 
are not separate spheres, act as a foundation for debates about the con-
ceptualisation of the embedded economy. The social theorist Andrew 
Sayer argues that it is essential to understand market-oriented practices 
and capitalist processes as morally embedded (Sayer 2004, 2005, 2007). 
Rather than representing ‘normal capitalism’ these practices constitute 
variations of capitalism in different social and cultural settings. Sayer ar-
gues that the concept of moral economy may, however, be preferred to 
the concept of embeddedness: 

In practice, it is hard to use the metaphor of embedding without im-
plying that it refers to economic activities being externally enabled and 
constrained by phenomena such as traditions, norms and social rela-
tions. The problem is not that there are no such external influences, but 
that this overlooks the norms that are internal to economic practices 
themselves. (Sayer 2005a: 5)

The popular focus on ’embeddedness’ in social studies of economy is 
problematic because it tends to focus the social relations that constitute 
this embeddedness, yet leaves choices, negotiations, and processes that 
underlie the economy without critical scrutiny (Zelizer 2011). Analytically, 
this leads to a reification of ‘economic rationality’. Inspired by this de-
bate, I intend to analyse management discourse as necessarily producing 
different types of positions, locations, alliances, and values. I will there-
fore not approach the managers I have interviewed as ‘representatives of 
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global capital’ who are merely embedded in national sentiments, Swedish 
values, dominant discourses on the community of value, cosmopolitan 
lifestyles, or other such social or cultural influences. Instead, I am inter-
ested in the potential contradictions or synergies of these moralities and 
values, for instance when notions of the economic value of migration are 
affected by whether or not migrants are also ascribed a cultural value (for 
the nation or for a particular community). 

Morality as normativity and discourse
In this thesis, moral economy will be studied with regards to manage-
ment and how managers justify certain relations and conditions with re-
spect to migrant labour. I will therefore discuss my definition of moral 
economy in relation to how management is conceptualised in this the-
sis. First, management has so far been conceptualised as diverse. This 
fragmented and diverse character is a basic feature of a supply chain 
(Tsing 2009). The analysis must therefore be able to incorporate such 
diversity and ambiguity as managers may construct labour in different 
ways, depending on both managers’ and workers’ position in the trans-
national production process. However, management is also a vehicle for 
controlling production. Being interested in diversity within supply chains, 
which also acknowledges the agency of workers or other social actors to 
dispute or protest certain relations of production, does not disqualify 
a theoretical acknowledgement of the power relations of supply chains 
that severely limits the autonomy of workers (Tsing 2009). I also think of 
the economy in which managers act as relational (Zelizer 2011). Through 
their practices in the supply chains, actors create new relations, confirm 
existing relations, negotiate shared definitions of the relations at hand, 
and repair damaged relations (ibid: 150). This means that although man-
agement is the focus of our analyses, the role of migrant workers, states, 
trade unions, and other actors cannot be ‘cut off’ from the analysis. The 
analysis must remain sensitive to the specific relations that are at stake in 
specific justifications of economic conditions. In particular, the analysis 
must take into account that the relations of which managers are a part are 
constructed not within a static economic context, but through the econo-
my as an on-going process. 

The ways in which managers justify the conditions under which la-
bour is mobilised in supply chains constitute the main ‘moral economy’ 
studied in this thesis. Justification, then, is related to the social relations 
and positions that managers and workers inhabit, but justification is also 
related to the arguments and the language that is used to frame these 
arrangements as moral. My main empirical focus in this thesis is the man-
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agers’ language. However, the organisational aspects of supply chains, as 
well as the political aspects of migration regimes that I have discussed 
and established in this theoretical chapter and in the previous back-
ground chapter, constitute important dimensions in the analysis. During 
the last decades in social science, the ‘linguistic turn’, often associated 
with post-structuralism, has placed language as a central dimension that 
structures social life (Rorty 1967). Researchers turn to text and speech to 
search for key features of how the world is organised and how this affects 
categorisations and divisions, and the operations of power. In this thesis, 
the discourses that structure relations of labour represent the research 
objective. 

 But what might be lost in studies that focus on language and dis-
course? Andrew Sayer argues that social scientists should make distinc-
tions between normativity and discourse as they study the moral arrange-
ments of society. In particular, Sayer advocates sociological attention to 
’lay normativity’ and ‘what matters to people’ (Sayer 2004, 2005a), in 
contrast to academic approaches that alienate the concept of morality 
and create a distance between how normativity is lived by people, and 
how it is conceived by scholars. He further argues:

Of course there are important respects in which our justifications are 
indeed influenced by our social position and by wider discourses, but 
reflexivity is needed not only to examine such influences, but also in 
the opposite direction, to examine what they do not explain, that is how 
everyday situations often require us to make decisions and justify what 
we do. (Sayer 2004: 3). 

Social constructionism, Sayer argues, fails to recognise how ‘cultural 
discourses are usually rich enough to question their own beliefs’ (Sayer 
2004: 14). I agree with this point, and in the analyses in the following 
chapters I will present the choices that are made, and the active justifica-
tions that appear in managers’ accounts, rather than seeing their morality 
as one-dimensional extensions of the global economy or expressions of 
big discourse. I will, however, do this through an analysis of discourse as 
the main empirical focus. Sayer argues against ‘strong versions of social 
constructivism’, which he claims ‘always successfully construct the world 
as they imagine, and [that] social wishful thinking always works’ (ibid. 
16). I agree that not all analyses of all aspects of our social life are produc-
tively analysed through deconstruction of their social meaning. In rela-
tion to my material, however, I do not see a contradiction in studying the 
social constructions of economic relations and understanding the justifi-
cations and feelings of right and wrong that guide people’s actions in the 
management of labour, mobility, and supply chain production. Instead, I 
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intend to study the discursive dimension of justification and morality by 
situating the discourse in economic and social contexts.

Furthermore, discourse analysis does not need to imply the search 
for ‘big discourse’. The everyday normativity of people is rarely consist-
ent (Sayer 2004: 5) and we can think about discourse in a similar way 
by applying interventions in discourse analyses made within discourse 
psychology, which emphasises how different versions of the self and the 
world are articulated in different contexts. The social psychology re-
searchers Margaret Wetherell and Jonathan Potter, who demonstrated 
the situated justifications and language of racism by analysing interviews 
with the white population in New Zealand (Wetherell and Potter 1992), 
have inspired my approach to discourse analysis in this thesis. From a per-
spective of discourse psychology, the authors argue that ‘investigations of 
racism must also focus on institutional practices, on discriminatory ac-
tions and on social structures and social divisions. But the study of these 
things is intertwined with the study of discourse’ (ibid. 1992: 3). Wetherell 
and Potter also use the concept of ‘interpretative repertoires’ instead of 
discourse to emphasise the ambiguous and contradictory character of 
language, and I will discuss this further in the chapter on methodology.

Although I do not see a necessary conflict between the sociological 
perspective and the poststructuralist engagement with language and 
discourse, there is a difference in terms of focus. I intend to focus on 
the social constructions and the discursive language of managers as they 
speak about the economy, labour, and migration. This represents a delim-
ited focus and also implies that I cannot, through my analysis, evaluate 
the level of exploitation in, or the impact of migration on, for instance, 
particular industries. With this said, moral economy as a conceptual 
framework obliges a focus on the relations between discourse and prac-
tice.  In this thesis, such analyses can be made by connecting discourses 
that are expressed during my interviews with managers to the theoretical 
framework of global economic processes, as well as to the discussions of 
migrant labour that I have presented so far. Inspired by the theoretical 
approaches, the language that I study is mainly analysed in an institution-
al economic context of supply chains. The conceptualisation of supply 
chains offers a good foundation for combining a focus on discourse, and 
an interest in economic arrangements and processes. Anna Tsing’s ana-
lytical framework of supply chains includes conceptualisations of ephem-
eral assemblages and multidirectional histories, and signals a poststruc-
turalist approach to the study of economy; ‘a world without teleology’ 
as she puts it (Tsing 2015: 20). I have previously referenced how Tsing 
(2009) argues that supply chain structures lead to an awareness of diver-
sity and difference within the economic system. This diversity becomes 
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the subject of translation within the supply chains. By analysing such pro-
cesses of translation we are, according to Tsing (2015: 62), looking at the 
‘rhetoric of economic life’ as well as looking at the practices of coordina-
tion.7 I see the practices of coordination as intrinsically linked to both the 
rhetoric around economic and social arrangements and to the arguments 
that are expressed through discourse and language, which also allows for 
something to be said about the moral economy.

Emotions and affective practice as moral evaluation
There is also another dimension where moral economy obliges me to ex-
tend the analysis beyond language: the role of emotions in the evaluation 
of moral and amoral relations – of what are the right and wrong ways to 
act. Andrew Sayer argues that emotions ‘are crucial to how we evaluate 
situations, objects and others and not, as commonly assumed, antithet-
ical to reason’ (Sayer 2005a: 28). Rather than being analysed as subjec-
tive, emotions are relational; they are ’about something’ (ibid.: 35ff). Our 
emotional capability, Sayer continues, ‘is crucial for any kind of social 
condition to affect us’ (ibid.). A growing body of research has illustrated 
the ways in which emotions structure subjects in relation to class, race, 
and gender (Garner 2015; Sayer 2005a; Skeggs 2011). Class relations, for 
instance, give rise to particular emotions that affect how these relations 
are justified or challenged, yet also act in ways to align subjects with their 
social position and collective identities. Sayer discusses a kind of psychic 
economy of arrogance, pride, satisfaction, and contempt of the middle 
class, which is also managed through guilt, defensiveness, and empathy 
(Sayer 2005a). Similarly, a working class emotional structure could en-
compass anger or deference, pride or shame (Reay 2004). These emotion-
al dimensions can, according to scholars inspired by the work of sociol-
ogist Pierre Bourdieu, be both reflective and unreflective, but often they 
seem to confirm existing social relations. 

Feminist theorist Sara Ahmed (2004a) critiques two types of dominant 
approaches to the study of emotion in her work on the cultural politics of 
emotion. Ahmed argues that sociological conceptualisations of emotions 
propose how these are generated in a collective, in the society, and then 
internalised and adopted as an individual’s own feelings. Psychological 
research, on the other hand, treats emotions as generated within a sub-
ject and then communicated or spread to the surroundings through the 
way we cry or clench our jaw. Both these perspectives, Ahmed argues, 

7  Tsing uses the concept ’attunement’.
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reifies a division between the ‘inside’ and the ‘outside’ of subjects that 
cannot account for what Ahmed sees as the sociality of emotions (Ahmed 
2004a: 9). Ahmed uses economy as a metaphor to illustrate this sociali-
ty. ‘Economy’, in Ahmed’s terminology, should not be confused with the 
definitions of production and labour that I have presented so far. The 
metaphor is useful to Ahmed as she wants to illustrate how emotions are 
not internal – in the same way as they are perceived in everyday sentences 
such as ‘I have a feeling’ or ‘this movie is sad’ – but something without 
objective value or intensity that is given a value through its circulation 
between bodies and subjects.

Ahmed’s notion of the sociality of emotions can be seen as part of a 
‘turn to affect’ that is parallel to the upswing of sociological research on 
emotions. This turn is a critique of the limitations of deconstruction and 
lack of dynamic analyses in poststructuralist conceptions of the totalised 
power of discourse over the subject (e.g. Clough 2007). Although themes 
and the directions of theories on affect are diverse (Gregg and Seigworth 
2010), they signify force and an interest in how people are affected and 
moved. This critique connotes arguments in favour of studying not only 
language of justification, but also what can turn such language into moral 
arrangements.

I choose to conceptualise emotions in relation to the material that 
I study. The theoretical approaches that seem most productive in rela-
tion to management evaluations and justifications are those that link up 
with discourse in explicit ways. The working definitions of discourse and 
emotion in this thesis are therefore also fundamentally methodological; 
words constitute the main material I have to work with. The dimension 
of affect that becomes accessible is therefore the social dimension and 
the language with which emotions are described. This requires that the 
analytical chapters – Chapters 5 to 8 – reveal which aspects of language 
or of the wider situation that are described in the ethnographic material, 
signify emotions.  When do managers reference emotions as being im-
portant to their arguments, and when do particular discourses seem to 
become particularly intense and ‘charged’ with emotion? 

Margaret Wetherell suggests the concept of affective practice as a way 
forward in the debates regarding social emotions and affective forces: 

From an affective practice standpoint, specifying the exact relationship 
between affect and discourse is less interesting than investigating the 
range and entire patterning of affective assemblages operating in im-
portant scenes in everyday life along with their social consequences and 
entailments. (Wetherell 2012: 52). 
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An approach to studying emotions as meaning-making can be eclectic ac-
cording to Wetherell, as it attempts to understand the links between ‘big 
discourse’ and the everyday dynamics of practice. I will adopt the concept 
of ‘affective practice’ in this thesis as it allows emotions to be understood 
simultaneously as both structural and individual, and as situational and 
embodied. Affective practice will be used to support the analysis not only 
of how situations and relations in supply chains are represented through 
language, but how they are evaluated with reference to a feeling about 
the situation.  In her conceptualisation of affective practice Wetherell ar-
gues that affective practice ‘will usually be open to moral and normative 
assessment, and thus will be woven together in subtle ways with people’s 
usual communal methods for describing, accounting for, and judging 
self and others’ (2012: 116). The affective practices at the centre of this 
analysis are the practices that mark boundaries within the supply chains 
and which attempt to define what is right or wrong in relation to migrant 
workers. This does not, however, mean that the emotions that can be an-
alysed are always static. In a similar way to the interpretative repertoires 
of discourse, affective practice can be studied in relation to diversity, in-
tersections, and complexity (ibid: 118). Affective practice does not neces-
sarily encompass the emotions of durable, traditional, and grand social 
relations, but it can help our understanding of the ‘messiness’ or com-
plexity of social life, such as it may appear in the networks that structure 
temporary foreign labour (ibid.). As my analytical chapters will show, dif-
ferent emotions were mobilised in different situations and had the effect 
of expressing both distance and association to other groups and actors in 
the economy.

Before I proceed to the analysis where the central concepts of sup-
ply chains, interpretative repertoires and emotions are applied, I will 
describe my method. In Chapter 4 I discuss, in more depth, how I have 
studied management language by describing the context in which I inter-
viewed managers, as well as the strategies through which I have analysed 
the material.
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In this chapter I explain how I approached the research with two very dif-
ferent case industries that, at times, felt worlds apart. I aimed for a con-
textual understanding of the complexities of labour migration manage-
ment and I therefore chose to use ethnographic methods. As is often the 
case, my field studies were not a straightforward process.  In this chapter, 
I describe the process of defining and accessing each field, and then dis-
cuss how the ethnographic work of accessing and entering the wild berry 
and IT industries shaped the relationships with my informants and with 
the empirical material – mainly interviews and observations – on which I 
base my analysis. In this chapter I also discuss how my methods interact 
with leading academic theories and policy discourse on migration, and 
how the managers talked about their everyday lives as part of the global 
supply chains of IT services and forest berries. I also present my material 
in this chapter: the people that I have talked to as well as those I have 
not talked to. I describe how I prepared and carried out observations and 
interviews, and how the different turns that this took should be seen as 
part of the results.

I discuss the ethical considerations that have emerged during the re-
search process, especially in relation to the particular ethnographic con-
text of studying power, or studying ‘up’ (Nader 1974). I also consider fem-
inist methodologies, debating whether studying power presents a specific 
challenge in ethnographic research, and if so, how. Furthermore, I discuss 
how I have analysed the material, and outline the specific approaches of 
discourse psychology. The chapter also includes how I analyse discourse 
in a systematic way, and as part of an ethnographic study of the practices 
and cultures of managing foreign workers in Sweden.

Lingering around the ‘buzz of migration 
talk’ – and engaging with other theories
When I was accepted for the graduate programme in Ethnicity and Mi-
gration, and began designing this project, I thought of my research pro-
ject as a way of investigating the novelty of managed labour migration in 
Sweden. The Swedish state and its migration policies occupied my focus 
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since most academic debates in this field concerned observations of a 
changing citizenship.  I attended several policy conferences on EU de-
bates and stakeholder cooperation, and on the Swedish implementation 
of the 2008 labour migration regulations that I discussed in Chapter 2. I 
also interviewed policymakers and experts in employer organisations and 
trade unions. The experts were generally enthusiastic about the topic of 
my research, and gladly talked to me or provided me with information. 
Migration clearly received much attention in the public debate and many 
of these experts explained the importance of mapping the patterns of la-
bour migration to Sweden; for instance understanding whether migrants 
wanted to settle in Sweden, or finding ways of better defining the success 
and failure of different groups of migrants in terms of integration or em-
ployment. One manager at the Migration Agency told me: ‘We need better 
tools in order to make it work here in Sweden, to get to know the different 
groups of labour migrants that could come here and how this can be a 
long-term solution for us.’ During this initial part of my research it often 
felt like there was too perfect a match between migration management 
and the migration research that was expected from me. The enthusiastic 
quest for more knowledge among policymakers and researchers alike cor-
responded, according to my understanding, to a desire for more control 
and more sophisticated migration management tools. 

I carried out the initial research during 2011, at a time when the sa-
lience of migration was increasing. Since then, this focus has remained 
strong in different areas of national policy, as well as in social science re-
search. As migration is still topical there are challenges in doing research 
that does not only reproduce concepts generated by this political enthu-
siasm. A critical position is essential for reflecting on the social relations 
that research aligns with. The mapping of migration and the policing of 
borders can also be understood as being connected to a global history 
of population control, with severe consequences for different groups of 
people (Connelly 2008). During the early phase of my research, academic 
debates on labour migration, as well as Sweden’s political focus, espe-
cially seemed to encourage the mapping of migration patterns and mi-
grant trajectories. The point is not to argue that investigating such issues 
necessarily implies an alignment with regimes and practices of managed 
migration. However, engaging with the topic of migration, as thesis does, 
requires a reflexivity in regards to theories and concepts, as well as a cer-
tain distance to policy design.

I also encountered other problems as I tried to pose relevant ques-
tions within the field of managed migration and define cases that could 
shed light on the labour migration regimes in Sweden. Thai berry pickers 
stood out in statistics on nationality and work permits and were by far the 
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most numerous of migrant workers. Yet several experts argued that berry 
pickers were not a good group of workers to study if I wanted to investi-
gate labour migration in Sweden. They suggested that Thai berry pickers 
were a passing phenomenon of the Swedish labour market. ‘I think berry 
pickers are just a parenthesis. In a few years it will not be around’, a state 
policymaker said, thus disqualifying the need to engage in issues of Thai 
migrants’ trajectories and rights any deeper. Furthermore, the Thai berry 
pickers did not represent a novelty in labour migration. One representa-
tive of an employer organisation argued: ‘If you are interested in the new 
regulations you should definitely not look at berry pickers. Thai people 
have been picking berries in Sweden for decades’. The classification of 
berry pickers as migrants was also met with opposition. As I asked him 
about social rights following the new regulations of labour migration in 
Sweden, a representative from a municipality told me: ‘They don’t need 
anything from Sweden; the temporary work permits are not a problem 
[to them]. They are just here for a few months, and issues of social rights 
would not be very interesting to study.’ 

Similar arguments were made in relation to the IT workers from India, 
who represented the second largest national group within an industry in 
the labour migration statistics. Prior to the reform, computer specialists 
had already been able to work in Sweden on specific expert visas, and 
although the volume of applications for these visas had increased they 
did not represent a novelty. Within the IT industry it was also more dif-
ficult to map the patterns of migration, and which types of employment 
Indian developers held in Sweden. During an interview, when I asked a 
representative of an employer organisation about companies that applied 
for work permits for groups of programmers from India, he said: ‘Well, 
but they aren’t migrants then. They aren’t recruited – they probably work 
there temporarily as consultants.’ Furthermore, some experts related to 
the IT industry argued that it would be difficult to do any research based 
on nationality. One trade union representative said that no manager in 
the industry cared ‘where a person is from when they apply for a job. An 
engineer is an engineer.’ It seemed, as I was starting my fieldwork, that 
neither of my cases fitted the ideal type of labour migration. Thus, during 
the first years of my research, and as I started interviewing managers in 
the wild berry industry and the IT industry, I struggled to understand 
which concepts of citizenship and migration were most accurate, and 
what types of migration in these industries these cases represented. It 
took a long time before I realised that I wasn’t struggling with the cases 
so much as struggling with theory. I was trying to find cases that matched 
the debates on managed migration in the academic literature and in poli-
cy, although the category of ‘labour migrant’ was foremost a worker once 
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he or she was part of a particular industry. As I started integrating theo-
ries of international production, which are presented in the theoretical 
chapter (Chapter 3), the case studies started to ‘speak’ to debates about 
citizenship and migration. 

The methodological reflexivity – how a researcher creates analyses to-
gether with the world around her through interviews and observations – 
is crucial to how I understand the production of knowledge.  This is also 
a central point in feminist research, which has informed how I have con-
textualised and defined the field that I am researching, as well informing 
my own social position in relation to my informants (Acker et al. 1983; Es-
seveld 1997; Mulinari 2005). In addition, the sociologist Michael Burawoy 
discusses the possibility of practising reflexive research that embraces 
engagement rather than detachment (Burawoy 1998: 5). The intersubjec-
tivity of fieldwork, Burawoy argues, ‘enjoins what positive science sepa-
rates’, for instance researcher and researched, or knowledge and social 
situation, but also folk theory and academic theory’ (1998: 14). In this 
sense, Burawoy makes the reflexivity of theory explicit. When studying 
documents, debates, and reports on managed migration in Sweden, I 
found little difference between the discourses of migrant categories by 
policymakers, and those that were debated in the migration literature. 
The experts at the state agencies used the same theoretical concepts and 
analyses as the academic scholars and aimed to think beyond the tak-
en-for-granted perspectives on migrants and migration, illustrated for 
instance by the arguments in favour of circular migration and labour mi-
gration that are inspired by transnationalist theories (see SOU 2011:28 
and Chapter 2 of this thesis). Therefore, I could not just take one aspect 
of theory (the researchers’) to analyse the other (the policymakers’). 

My own process of observing and struggling with the intense interest 
in migration in the public debate, helped me to engage reflexively with 
theory and avoid parts of the research aims that I had drawn from migra-
tion research. Through reflexive research, the ‘cognitive maps through 
which we apprehend the world’ (Burawoy 1998: 5) can be embraced and 
disclosed rather than rejected as biased. The part of the research process 
during which I reconsidered my concepts was, in fact, the most time con-
suming. In his book The Art of Listening, sociologist Les Back writes that 
‘the compression of time and space, the relationship between the far and 
the near in the era of globalization, has left also sociology in a state of ob-
sessively searching for the spectacular’ (Back 2007: 7). I also searched for 
a spectacular narrative of fundamental transformations in my attempts 
to find the perfect example of new migration regimes. The public interest 
in migration generally, and labour migration specifically, during the time 
when I started my research, seemed to have blocked my view of what was 
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going on with foreign workers in the wild berry industry and in the IT in-
dustry. Writing a sociological dissertation is the practice of listening for a 
story (Back 2007) and I needed to set aside some of my concepts in order 
to listen in a different way. 

An ethnography of management
Mapping the policies of labour migration in Sweden is an important as-
pect when writing an ethnography of migration management. Since there 
has been relatively little research on the role of employers in Sweden or 
in other EU countries regarding migration, my research interviews have 
contributed important descriptions of the relations that managers in 
Sweden engage in as they manage foreign workers. Such ‘thick descrip-
tions’ (Geertz 1983) are an important dimension of the analyses. The 
empirical material deals with migration management in specific indus-
tries and is not an ethnography of migration but of management in the 
sense that it pays attention to the ‘ordinary’ practices of managing – of 
recruiting, administering, controlling, or disciplining workers. The ethno-
graphic method allows for detailed descriptions of these practices where 
accounts or observations are available. Foremost, however, it is a study of 
the everyday language of management because interviews, rather than ob-
servations, constitute the source for most of the material that I analyse.

The main material, which I have analysed through discourse analysis, 
consists of interviews and conversations with six Sweden-based manag-
ers in the wild berry industry, and interviews with twelve Sweden-based 
managers in the IT industry. The research process differed substantially 
between the two case studies. I spent three weeks doing participatory ob-
servations and ethnographic fieldwork at two different companies in the 
wild berry industry. Several follow-up interviews with managers in the 
berry industry were then done over the ‘phone, and two of the managers 
were only interviewed over the ‘phone. Although I transcribed thirteen 
longer interviews with the managers, much of the material is drawn from 
shorter conversations during the ethnographic fieldwork. During the 
three weeks of observations I also talked to about 50 berry pickers, as well 
as Thai staff at the recruitment agencies. Although these conversations 
and interviews are not included in the main material that I analyse, they 
give the managers’ accounts of the wild berry industry an ethnographic 
context because these accounts often refer to a situation or to a person 
in the field. 

In contrast, my observations in the IT industry were limited to the 
actual interview situation, where I was sometimes introduced to other 
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staff and given a tour of the offices. All interviews were transcribed and 
lasted between one-and-a-half and two-and-a-half hours. The differences 
between the two case studies are, for instance, reflected in the length and 
structures of the quotes that are presented in the analytical chapters – 
chapters 5 - 8. In the longer interviews, the informants often presented 
their arguments in greater detail than in conversations during observa-
tions when themes shifted more often or were interrupted. 

Part of the ethnographic work in my research has been to understand 
my informants’ roles as managers, which is a prerequisite for contextu-
alising the discourses that they develop and talk through. I asked all my 
informants, from both industries, many questions about their careers and 
what their work as managers included. I also researched websites and 
observed interactions between managers and other actors in the field. 
Although detailed accounts of the role of managers are not presented for 
every informant mentioned in the analytical chapters, these descriptions 
have been analysed as part of the material to provide a discussion about 
the type of economy the managers work in. The conceptualisation of sup-
ply chains and commodity chains (Tsing 2009, 2012; Bair 2005) has been 
helpful for clarifying how the main informants in both case studies are 
situated in relation to labour and workers and to the other actors in the 
industries that they represent. Some of my informants in the berry indus-
try are business owners and the formal employers of migrant workers, 
but most of them would say that they work with the organisation of berry 
production rather than that they manage Thai berry pickers. In the IT in-
dustry, the managers I interviewed represented employers because they 
are CEOs of particular companies, or because they have the formal staff 
responsibility for specific teams. However, two of the informants were 
not responsible for teams of software developers or testers, and their in-
fluence over workers can instead be understood in relation to their posi-
tions as managers of outsourcing strategies. These diverse standpoints of 
the informants require me to ask the questions: What do the supply chain 
and the organisation look like? What do managers do, and what are their 
positions in these transnational industries?

Studying ‘up’ – access to managers
Ethnographic studies of migration are dominated by a focus on the experi-
ences of migrants. There is an increased interest in studying mediators of 
labour migration (Tshabalala forthcoming; Xiang & Lindquist 2014), and 
it could also be argued that there is a gap in migration studies concerning 
knowledge on how migration movements and mobilities are structured 
from powerful positions within the economy. This requires researchers 
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to study power, for instance the role of employers. In her famous text, Up 
the Anthropologist – Perspectives Gained From Studying Up, anthropologist 
Laura Nader encouraged scholars to complement the perspectives of sci-
ence ‘from below’ with an increased interest of studying ‘up’. She called 
for more attention to ‘study the colonizers rather than the colonized, the 
culture of power rather than the culture of the powerless, the culture of 
affluence rather than the culture of poverty’ (Nader 1974: 289). Central to 
this call for a re-direction of our scientific focus is the interest in power. 
However, anthropologists and sociologists still study the underprivileged 
more than they study the powerful (Becker and Aiello 2013). 

Power is often a concern in the ethnographic research process both 
when the researcher attempts to get access to the field and in the in-
terview situation (Becker and Aiello 2013: 65). The powerful have more 
control over access to their spheres (Welch et al. 2002), though during 
my research process I experienced this differently in relation to different 
groups of managers.  In contrast to state officials who manage migration 
and citizenship through policy and implementation, employer represent-
atives from the private sector do not have the same public responsibility 
to be accessible to researchers who are interested in social issues. This 
difficulty of gaining access was most apparent to me in the Swedish IT 
industry. In 2011, when I began my research, finding a company in Sweden 
that worked with IT solutions or software development was not a prob-
lem, but finding informants who were willing to participate in this study 
was more difficult. For the reader who is as unfamiliar with the organi-
sation of IT services in Sweden as I was at the beginning of this project, 
I can confirm that the industry encompasses many people, many com-
panies, and many websites. The statistics on labour migration permits 
showed that computer specialists from India dominated the work permit 
applications (the Swedish Migration Agency 2014) – but who were their 
managers? Despite the many interviews with policy makers and experts 
in this field I could not find the gatekeepers who could give me access 
to managers in the IT industry. One reason for this was the difficulty of 
defining the phenomenon I wanted to study. When I told an acquaint-
ance, a young Swedish engineer, that I wanted to know more about the 
international work environment in computing she immediately replied: 
‘I was shocked you know, when I started working after getting my en-
gineer degree, how much you work with people from India. They were 
everywhere at my workplace. But I never talked to anyone of them so 
I don’t know much.’ Other people responded to my research interests 
with an immediate association. ‘Right next to where I live there is a whole 
house for them Ericson Indians. They live there with their families, but 
you don’t see them much…’, one friend told me. Another person said that 



52

Managing Migrant Workers

she lives close to an office park and that she sees them ‘at the bus stop 
every day; they all have very similar clothes on. You know, very proper.’ It 
is apparent that ‘the Indian computer specialist’ is a recognisable figure, 
though not as easily categorised or defined in relation to the workplace as 
the Thai berry picker. It took several months before I understood that to 
the managers and experts, the phenomenon I wanted to study was related 
to outsourcing, rather than to the recruitment of labour migrants. When I 
talked to a friend who works for a large company, he said: ‘You know, we 
have outsourced IT [at the company where I work]. But there are always 
a group of Indians here at the office. In our building we have a bright hall, 
a large office space, and behind this hall in a tight and dark room; that’s 
where they put the Indians.’ Specific information about which managers 
were responsible for the mobility or recruitment of these Indian com-
puter specialists was still difficult to come by. This difficulty corresponds 
with observations by other ethnographic researchers on how elite groups 
are often difficult to access if one is not part of their network (Welch et 
al. 2002).

About 25 managers that I had heard about or read about on web-
sites such as LinkedIn, or in industry magazines and blogs, and who had 
worked with third country nationals, turned down my requests for inter-
views. According to Burawoy (1998) these difficulties of access need to be 
understood as part of power relationships that can be uncovered through 
ethnographic reflexive practices. Those who gave a reason for not giving 
an interview said that they had nothing to contribute, or that they had 
no time to participate. Eventually, twelve managers agreed to participate. 
Reflections about this access to some informants are as important as the 
transparency regarding the lack of access to others. I discuss this further 
in the analytical chapter on the supply chain structures in the IT indus-
try. In summary, however, the participation of some managers often re-
flected their interests with regards to the phenomena of offshoring and 
outsourcing. This aspect of the research illustrates how, although there 
may be specific challenges of studying ‘up’, the managers should not be 
regarded only as ‘elites’, but also as occupying diverse institutional spaces 
(Conti and O’Neil 2007: 80). 

The general observations of studying ‘up’ in previous ethnographic lit-
erature were not as obvious with respect to my research in the wild berry 
industry. First, compared to managers in the IT industry, the managers of 
berry companies do not generally represent a group that perceives itself 
to have much influence or status in the Swedish economy or in its social 
or cultural spheres. Some of the managers were reluctant to participate in 
my research, and expressed how they were wary of the possibility of my 
‘twisting their words’ or ‘painting a false image’ of the wild berry industry, 
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in the end, however, they contributed with open-hearted interviews. This 
outcome reflects a more general ethnographic situation than a specific 
case of studying ‘up’. Two gatekeepers, who I met early into the process 
and who introduced me to the field and gave me contacts to other peo-
ple, also affected the research process in the wild berry industry. I was 
surprised by the willingness of several of the berry companies to partici-
pate in the research. In the following analytical chapters on the wild berry 
industry I have analysed this openness in relation to the specific moral 
economy in which my informants operated. For my first visit to a berry 
company in the summer of 2011, which was also the longest visit, I drove 
my car for two days, from Malmö to the northern parts of Sweden. I was 
welcomed and generously hosted by the managers, who gave me access to 
work sites for my research. They never declined to answer questions and 
the atmosphere was generally friendly.

The lack of access to those with more power did however appear as 
a concern in relation to other actors in the wild berry industry. For in-
stance, I did not interview any representatives from the distributor com-
panies although they are important actors in the industry. I contacted five 
representatives of distributing companies who all declined participation 
or did not get back to me. At the time of my main fieldwork, these distrib-
uting companies distanced themselves from the harvesting of berries and 
any responsibility for the pickers. The absence of these voices in the anal-
ysis is used as a way of critically engaging with those discourses that are 
highlighted in my material. I also use secondary sources such as web sites 
and statements in the media in order to address the distributers’ role in 
the supply chains. Yet the presence of certain managers, namely those 
working in the berry companies, constitutes a delimitation of this study.

Although I felt that I was at times studying ‘up’, ethnographic research-
ers have argued that studying ‘up’ represents a terminology that obscures 
the complexity of how power operates (Conti and O’Neil 2007: 79). Beck-
er and Aiello (2013) discuss how ethnographers who are schooled in fem-
inist methodologies can apply their knowledge and training in reflexivity 
in order to study power as a complex phenomenon, rather than as an 
expression of ‘high’ or ‘low’ status. One specific challenge in the research 
process, they argue, concerns complicity with power (Becker and Aiello 
2013: 65), which I will discuss after presenting the managers and the in-
terview context.
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Interviewing managers – the informants, ethics and complicity
I spent several full days, as well as many shorter visits, with four of the 
managers from the berry industry. Two of the managers I only met with or 
interviewed on one occasion. Sometimes I talked to the managers at their 
office, or on the phone, but many of the conversations also took place 
in cars, driving the long distances between different sites where berry 
pickers were hosted. Due to the structure of the fieldwork, the interviews 
with these managers were very varied. Sometimes a conversation started 
on one day and continued on the next day. Most topics were covered, 
although I asked very few questions that I thought the managers could in-
terpret as sensitive, as I experienced that would affect my access. Conver-
sations about compensation or the work environment, for instance, were 
mostly initiated by the managers, and I would ask follow-up questions for 
clarification. The interviews did however include many examples, with 
references to specific situations and specific workers, as well as descrip-
tions of the work that the berry pickers performed. The informants often 
asked me what I thought my results would show, and why I had become 
interested in this topic. Describing how I was doing my research in migra-
tion studies often initiated conversations about the workers’ trajectories, 
histories, and social situations.

In the IT industry I interviewed twelve managers – five women and 
seven men – who worked in four different Swedish cities. The interviews 
with these managers were all performed in their office buildings, in their 
personal office or in a room they had booked for the interview. All the 
interviews were done in private, although we were often interrupted by 
short ‘phone calls or questions from employees.  All except one of the 
participants worked for businesses that provided ‘solutions’ for other 
businesses, including providing staff, for instance from India. 8 Some 
managers were India ‘specialists’, most notably two who were hired by In-
dia-based corporations and were both trained engineers from India. Most 
of my informants were however Swedish nationals and they had all been 
working ‘towards India’ for between two and seven years. In contrast to 
the berry industry, it was more difficult to get the informants in the IT 
industry to talk about the workers and the everyday activities of manag-
ing workers. I found the arrangement of outsourcing and international 
mobility difficult to grasp through desk research, and in these cases it was 
difficult for me to steer the interviews. Some interviews were like pres-

8  One of the participants was the project manager at a large company that had recently put 
services out on procurement that was won by a company that used outsourcing to India. 
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entations in which the interviewee had prepared slides and drew figures 
on a whiteboard. These interviews were a challenge because the Indian 
programmers were very rarely mentioned, and again this required me to 
come up with specific themes or topics. Some participants did however 
show an interest in understanding my research problem and asked me for 
specific questions that they could answer. This was also a challenge, con-
sidering the limited background knowledge I had of the common ways 
of working with staff from India. With every interview, I learned succes-
sively more valuable information about what a situation could look like 
for Indian programmers in Sweden who were not recruited for long-term 
positions. This allowed me to ask better questions as my research pro-
ceeded and towards the end of my fieldwork interviews there was more 
detailed ‘talk’ about the workplace and the workers. I learned not to fall 
silent when an informant talked about internationalisation, and instead 
tried to ask follow-up questions on the implications of internationalisa-
tion on the workers’ locations – Sweden or India – and the reasons for 
their answers. In most interviews I asked questions about how housing 
was arranged for temporary Indian workers in Sweden, since this was a 
way to get the informants to speak less abstractly about the processes of 
offshoring. It required them to speak of numbers and sometimes these 
questions triggered anecdotes and more colourful descriptions of every-
day practices. The interviews often included a tour of the offices where 
I was introduced to other managers and programmers. This sometimes 
had the effect that managers would also speak more freely about specific 
circumstances in the workplace. 

One difficulty of studying ‘up’, with regards to my fieldwork, was pres-
ent in the way that I felt less in control of defining the questions in the 
interviews, and in the way that managers often questioned the relevance 
of my research into temporary migrant workers. Complicity with power 
can be understood in relation to the identity of the researcher (Becker 
and Aiello 2013: 65). Female managers who spoke about ‘Swedish’ gender 
equality in contrast to less equal cultures (for example, India or Thai-
land), may, for instance, have felt that I was an ally in regards to their 
perspective. These are, however, situations that every ethnographic re-
searcher needs to negotiate in the field. Regardless of whether we study 
powerful people or not, what they tell us and how much they let us in, 
depends on how they identify with you. There are, however, aspects of 
complicity in my fieldwork that may have effects on the analysis. One 
such aspect concerns the effects of race on the two industries that I stud-
ied. I will illustrate this through an example from the wild berry industry. 
My fondness for some managers in the field, and our warm relations, gave 
me access to information about the structures and how berry companies 
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operate. Yet these relations also caused uncomfortable feelings of shar-
ing the privileges of my informants (Lundström 2010) in relation to the 
Thai berry pickers. The ethnographic work in the field helped me define 
some aspects of this privilege, for instance by listening to voices other 
than those of white entrepreneurs. T was a manager from Thailand who I 
spent a lot of time with during my fieldwork. He was older than me, and 
we talked much about different social and cultural phenomena. One day 
T came back in, after we had paused our interview, to take care of a strag-
gler car with five berry pickers whose berries needed to be weighed and 
stocked. ‘They are very shy to talk to you, you know’ he said. ‘Yes I know. 
Why is that?’ I asked. ‘Because you are farang9’. ‘But why? Is it only that?’ 
I persisted. ‘Yes, we are shy to farang’, T said smiling. ‘But are you also 
shy when you talk to me?’ ‘Yes, of course I am’, T answered. This passage 
illustrates the importance of whiteness in the structuring of power rela-
tions in this field. It was my privilege, as a white person, to not see how T 
and my relationship was affected by feelings generated from colonial re-
lations of power.  Where I felt comfortable, T felt ‘shy’. My privilege, and 
T’s shyness, could be made visible during this conversation, and although 
it is difficult to account for the full extent of the consequences that these 
power relations have had on the research results, the conversation pro-
vides a certain ‘setting’ for the manager discourse in the analysis.

Katherine E. Smith questions whether there is something intrinsical-
ly different about interviewing ‘up’. She argues that a poststructuralist 
conceptualisation of the complexities of power must necessarily remain 
critical towards such differentiations (Smith 2006b). The complex entan-
glements and diverse situations during my fieldwork makes me inclined 
to agree that studying ‘up’ does not necessarily pose different challenges 
in the research process, since difficulty of access and complicity, or the 
inability of the researcher to distance herself from the field, are always 
present in ethnographic fieldwork. Some of the specific situations of in-
terviewing elites, especially in corporations, have not been sufficiently 
described and reflected upon in the methodological literature (see e.g. 
Welch et al. 2002) and deserve increased attention. In the analysis I do 
not define the managers that I interviewed as people who have appropri-
ated power that looks the same in the interview situation, as it does in 
their working life. Further, they do not hold a one-dimensional position 
of privilege within their organisations and in the larger context of inter-
national production. The framework of discourse analysis, which I will 
elaborate on in the next section of this chapter, allows for a poststruc-

9  Name used in Thailand for Caucasian/white/Western foreigners. 
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turalist approach in which a situational understanding of power relations 
can emerge in the analysis (Smith 2006b: 652).   

Although there were times during several of the interviews when man-
agers spoke at length and freely on certain topics, my initial mapping of 
discourses relating to labour migration also guided parts of the interviews. 
Performing the interviews in an active manner (Holstein and Gubrium 
1995), I consistently reacted and responded, as well as added input from 
my observations and readings. The ways in which managers constructed 
the world in our conversations is related to this interaction between my-
self as an interviewer, and to them as participants. Yet this does not mean 
that I disclosed everything during the interview – for instance, I actively 
tried not to show whether I agreed or disagreed, and I did not oppose or 
counter what they said. I remained relatively ‘value neutral’. These issues 
on how to act in an interview are not only epistemological but also ethi-
cal. If researchers do not react, interviewees are left without any chance 
of elaborating, clarifying, or defending a position (Wetherell 2003). This 
method of interviewing may also lead to a normalisation of attitudes that 
are perceived as problematic, such as racist or misogynous accounts. On 
the other hand, researchers have to be careful not to silence participants, 
or make them feel uncomfortable. This will not only affect the ability to 
collect research material but will also raise an ethical issue because it may 
fail to show respect for those who have taken the time, and the emotion-
al engagement, to commit to an interview. Though I have actively (Hol-
stein and Gubrium 1995) asked for elaborations and clarifications, I have 
worked mostly with ‘friendly interviewing’ (Wetherell 2003), leaving the 
content of what managers have said to be evaluated later, and picking up 
mostly on key aspects for clarification. 

Smith (2006b) argues that the conceptualisation of power as structur-
al has caused researchers to be less concerned with ethical conduct when 
studying ‘up’. There is a notion that in order to access power there needs 
to be manipulation at some level, which Smith considers to be an ethi-
cally problematic approach (ibid.). Although I have attempted to think 
about how my research can be presented in a way that is interesting to the 
informants, I have tried to remain transparent with the research objec-
tives throughout the process. Another ethical issue concerns how much 
weight is placed on the analysis of the informants’ individual characteris-
tics. Many managers have told me personal anecdotes that have not been 
directly related to their profession, and are therefore not relevant to the 
role of managing migrant workers. As a researcher is already in the field, it 
may be difficult for informants to resist giving information (Gruber 2007: 
45), which constitutes an ethical dilemma whether these informants are 
managers or not. I have been careful not to ask follow-up questions that 
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may cause the informants to feel that they have said more than they are 
comfortable with after the interview is finished, and I have not included 
such accounts in the analyses. Sometimes, however, these boundaries are 
not easily drawn. All managers featured in this thesis have been given 
fictitious names in order to protect their anonymity. The berry industry, 
being a very small industry with few actors, also required me to be less 
specific than is customary about facts when informants and quotes are 
presented. In writing this thesis, I am consciously vague about the gender 
of some of the informants and I disclose very little information about the 
berry companies themselves since they would be easy to identify. In the 
second case study, on the other hand – the IT services industry – the gen-
der and sometimes the nationality of the managers are mentioned. The 
IT industry in Sweden is so large that it is unlikely that the informants or 
the companies involved could be identified. 

The interview as discourse
Ethnographic observations contextualise ‘management talk’ in my study. 
Such ethnographic observations and reflections could for instance be 
concerned with how the talk of a manager in the berry industry also ad-
dressed a situation from earlier that day, or referenced a previous con-
versation between us. Ethnographic data could be concerned with how 
certain messages from the managers in the IT industry were supported 
by reports or PowerPoint presentations, which affected the message that 
was communicated. Much discursive psychology has focused on the logic 
of a particular piece of speech, text, or conversation (Wetherell 2003). 
So, how compatible is the analysis of ethnographic context with the dis-
course analysis of management talk? According to Wetherell and Potter 
(1992: 102) ethnographic understandings are always part of discourse 
analysis – we need some kind of common understanding in order to talk 
about certain phenomena. In this study, I extend the ethnographic data 
to include more than just the basic communication necessities. The re-
search questions that motivate this study require us to map the links be-
tween how managers talk and the processes of international production. 
Therefore, understanding how a supply chain is constituted in relation 
to international labour is central to the task of researching and analysing 
that supply chain. 

An interview, no matter how staged or structured, is also a type of 
ethnographic situation (Pinsky 2015) that allows certain interpretations 
to be made, while preventing other interpretations. Researchers can, 
however, have different strategies for approaching interviews. The inter-
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views that I have done with managers have not been intended to find true 
accounts of how migrant labour is organised and mobilised in Sweden. 
This does not, however, rule out that what managers say can be used as a 
contextual description to make sense of a situation, such as a description 
of certain supply chain relations. Yet, much material in the interviews tell 
us ‘crucial things about a segment of a society’s conversation with itself, 
about the ways in which a world is typically legitimated, organized and 
justified’ (Wetherell 2003: 13). Wetherell understands interviews as situ-
ations that ‘tell us about the cultural resources people have available for 
telling their patch of the world’ (ibid.). 

The managers that I interviewed spoke back at discourses on migra-
tion and globalisation, yet they also constructed their own logic, and or-
ganised accounts about themselves and others. Some of the managers 
were very actively engaged in issues of state policy on labour migration, 
for instance through lobbying work. They would use discourses of migra-
tion policy as resources (Wetherell 2003) in the ways they spoke about 
migrant workers in their sectors. Paying attention to these ways of speak-
ing can also be done through the analytical concept of intertextuality, 
used in Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis (Fairclough 1995), 
to point out the ways in which discursive structures set the frames of 
what can, and cannot, be articulated at different times. Taking an interest 
in social change, Fairclough also recognised that other social practices 
and structures are dialectically interrelated with discourse, meaning that 
they are mutually constitutive, and may limit the effects of language.  In 
this thesis, the structures of global production and economic practice are 
particularly interesting to study in relation to what can, and cannot, be ar-
ticulated. Marianne Winther Jørgensen and Louise Phillips point out that 
analysing intertextuality is a common approach in discursive psychology 
and that it requires that researchers have a good knowledge of discourses 
from the fields that are referenced (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 134). 
They suggest that researchers should be strategic in the ways they map 
the field and make the analytic links explicit (ibid.). My research process, 
which was partly affected by what I have already described as ‘the buzz of 
migration talk’, represents the work of mapping the resonance of other 
discourses in management talk. 

Critical research commits to referencing competing discourses or al-
ternative perspectives rather than those of hegemonic accounts. I some-
times make use of migrant workers’ voices from previous research or 
from the ethnography of this thesis in order to present alternative ways 
of evaluating a situation and the interpretative repertoires through which 
managers speak. Presenting these accounts is not the same as question-
ing the truth in the managers’ accounts, but instead they allow me to an-
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alyse how the managers’ repertoires fit with particular ways of describing 
the world, but not with others. In my research on the berry industry, my 
knowledge of the practices and perspectives of Thai pickers are present 
in the choices I have made and the questions I have asked managers dur-
ing the fieldwork. I spent several days with the berry pickers and worked 
with them in the forest. I recorded shorter interviews with 25 of the Thai 
workers, and I talked to maybe 50 pickers about their work and about 
their travels. These interviews, together with reports and studies by other 
researchers, have added a deeper understanding of the supply chain. Yet 
these accounts do not provide a complete picture. First, I did not ask the 
berry pickers critical questions, such as how much money they make, or 
whether they thought their boss treated them fairly. The main reason for 
this is ethical; it would be difficult to guarantee that their participation 
in my research would not have negative effects on their life situation. 10 
Some of the berry pickers did describe negative aspects of their lives as 
migrant berry pickers, but my main purpose with the analysis was not to 
track these specific narratives and prove whether these experiences could 
be supported by other observations. Instead, I wanted to understand if 
there were other ways to construct and build up the story of Thai berry 
pickers in Sweden, and use that understanding to engage with manage-
ment discourses.

Material corresponding to the interviews and conversations with ber-
ry pickers is not included in the case study of the IT industry. I did howev-
er record four interviews11 with IT workers from India who were working 
temporarily at a Swedish office. We talked about commuting in Stock-
holm, eating vegetarian food in Sweden, holidays, traditions, weather, and 
the school systems in the different countries. These interviews, because 
they were so few, and revealed very little about the experiences of work-
ing life, have not been used in the analysis. In the interviews with these 
Indian computer specialists, for instance, we did not talk about what they 
did during their working day, and in many ways this mirrored the chal-
lenges of interviewing managers in the IT industry. The concrete tasks 
of an everyday workday were difficult to include as interview questions 
due to business confidentiality, and the work situation – for instance, 
colleagues, feelings etc. – both of which were uncomfortable topics. The 

10  Most berry pickers did not speak English and the interpreter would often be someone 
from the kitchen, a driver, or sometimes a work leader. Even in the situations that did not 
involve obvious power relations, complete privacy was rarely found. Furthermore, people 
who spoke to me were almost always questioned by their colleagues about what I had said, 
who I was, and what I had asked. 

11  These lasted between one and two hours and were done at three different companies. 
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precarity of working life, and perhaps even more so of migrant working 
life, furthermore prevented me from asking questions about salaries or 
working conditions. The research field of working life needs to take into 
account how surveillance, the culture of company loyalty, and the pre-
carity of employment needs very innovative and safe settings in order to 
be made explicit in an interview. There is much left to investigate about 
the lives of seasonal workers and temporary high-skilled workers, globally 
and in Sweden. This is however beyond the scope of this dissertation. 

Analytical strategies
I have transcribed field notes and interviews and have read the managers’ 
accounts over and over again. I then selected excerpts from these tran-
scripts and sorted them according to different themes: manifest themes 
and underlying themes (Saldana 2011: 108).  These excerpts were selected 
in different ways and those that stuck with me were often coded accord-
ing to a wide range of themes that I tried out. Something that stuck with a 
quote or a piece of conversation was usually not related to an immediate 
analysis of what was meant, but rather a feeling that something was ‘going 
on’ in the material that I couldn’t quite grasp at first. Thus, by reading, 
rereading, and situating these excerpts in a wider context, I developed a 
more precise understanding of them. 

The manifest themes were defined in relation to what managers had 
explicitly talked about, for instance working conditions, state regulations, 
or cultural differences. These manifest themes often helped me identify 
theoretical themes, and they sometimes provided important descriptions 
that are presented as part of the results of this study.  The underlying 
themes were sometimes defined in relation to theories, and sometimes 
through the analytical strategies provided by discourse psychology. The 
thematic analysis of theoretical concepts can be illustrated with the ex-
ample of supply chains. One theme that emerged from the managers’ ac-
counts was the descriptions of a fragmentation in relation to production 
and labour. After I incorporated theoretical conceptualisations of sup-
ply chains into the analyses, I was able to search more systematically for 
parts of the empirical material in which other economic actors were men-
tioned, or where the informants talked about international production. 
I developed questions that could guide this analysis, such as: How do 
managers describe their professional role and their work? Which aspects 
of management are missing from the interview material, and what effect 
will that have on the analysis? How do the ways in which managers posi-
tion themselves in a supply chain affect their characterisation of migrant 
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labour in their accounts? In the analysis I have chosen to present quotes 
and field notes that represent the theme that I have analysed, although 
there are often similar quotes that I could also have chosen. However, I 
also worked with analytical strategies that are suggested in discourse psy-
chology and are located more closely to the language that managers use. 

Analysing discourse and interpretative repertoires
The main data that I have analysed does not consist of long-term obser-
vations of the daily routines of managers, but of interviews with managers. 
The material is made up of management talk about working as managers 
and about workers and employees. By referring to talk I particularly want 
to point out that most practices and relations that I analysed were not 
observed and described by me, but instead they were communicated by 
the managers through their talk. The talk is however part of a research 
process, which I, as a researcher, am able to reflect upon. In the theo-
retical chapter I discussed different ways of thinking about supply chain 
relations, as well as the morality and legitimacy of these relations. I take 
the view that in the supply chain translations (Tsing 2009) language is 
an important aspect of how the economy functions. Long-term and in-
depth observations of the material aspects of labour and supply chain 
organisations would give us insights into other types of power relations, 
such as the dynamics and interactions between managers and workers. 
Working with talk as a material is, in this sense, both an opportunity and 
a limitation. 

Discourse analysis has received criticism for its focus on the abstract 
and on big discourse (see e.g. Tsing 2005), and this is also one of the criti-
cisms directed at the work of Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) discussed in 
Chapter 3. Critical management researcher Susanne Ekman argues that 
by not engaging with any ethnographic material, Boltanski and Chiapel-
lo are open to criticism for only mirroring a small segment of manage-
ment designers in their claims. ‘Do we not need to pursue the reception 
of these texts in the everyday practices, and do we not also need to look 
for other discursive trends than simply those of a certain line of manage-
ment texts?’, she asks (Ekman 2013: 298). I consider managers’ talk about 
migrant labour to be part of such ethnographic material, which tells us 
something about how big discourse on migration or globalisation is re-
ceived, and how it lands in an organisation. I am, however, also interested 
in how management talk tells us something about how the meaning of 
migrant labour in a supply chain is translated and affected, or altered, 
through the managers’ active use of language. 
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Discursive psychologists have debated the ways in which a researcher 
can think about language and discourse as resources that are not only 
passively received, but also used by people in the ways in which they talk 
and act (Whetherell and Potter 1992). As already mentioned, much of 
my inspiration with regards to knowledge claims and analytic strategies 
comes from work in this field. By using discursive psychology as a per-
spective on my analyses, I can avoid to treat discourse as something that 
lands in an organisation from the outside but also refrain from reducing 
the managers’ ways of talking about migrant labour to something that 
only mirrors their voiced attitudes and prejudices. In the study on man-
agement practices and logic of hiring migrant workers by Waldinger and 
Lichter (2003), the researchers interviewed managers and employers in 
an ethnically segmented city (Los Angeles) and labour market. Walding-
er and Lichter argued that, in sociological research, discrimination and 
prejudice are often addressed empirically through surveys and associated 
questions such as ‘Who do I want as my neighbour, friend, colleague, or 
spouse?’. The authors argue, however, that this does not explain the la-
bour market situations in which ‘the employer is not looking for friends, 
[but] just hired hands’ (ibid.). This is also the reason why I will not ana-
lyse management talk as the expression of individuals’ attitudes, but in-
stead pay attention to the organisational and economic context in which 
attitudes on moral and amoral arrangements are voiced. Also, discursive 
psychology critiques the dominant notion of attitudes in psychological 
research, arguing that people’s beliefs and biases are neither static, nor 
consistent (Edley 2001; Potter and Wetherell 1992). It is not necessarily 
so that the managers I interviewed speak about Thai culture or Indian 
engineers during an interview in the same way as they do, for instance, 
at the dinner table. Furthermore, it is unlikely that in their conversa-
tions with me, managers establish one coherent discourse, comprised of 
consistent views on migrant labour. The managers did, for instance, talk 
differently about migrant workers depending on whether they focused 
economy or culture in their accounts. Wetherell and Potter argue that 
‘interpretative repertoire’ is an analytical term that allows researchers to 
analyse the social and established practices of discourse in its everyday 
use (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 90). Their focus is on how discourse is 
used and how people deal with compatibilities and ambivalences when 
going about their daily business, rather than a focus on evaluating how 
discourse works in the abstract. Analysing management talk can there-
fore give us an insight into the content of certain discourses of migrant 
labour in Sweden, and how this content is organised. In order to analyse 
management talk as neither the result of ‘big discourse’, nor as individual 
views on migrant workers, I have sometimes studied quotes and language 
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in more detail by asking: Who is addressed in the managers’ accounts? 
Are there any colourful expressions, metaphors or ambivalences in how 
managers speak that are particularly interesting to analyse?

Studying certain constructions of talk as interpretative repertoires 
suggests that ‘there is an available choreography of interpretative moves 
– like the moves of an ice dancer, say – from which particular ones can 
be selected in a way that fits most effectively in the context’ (Wetherell 
& Potter 1992: 92). This description highlights the active use of language 
and allows us to see that the interpretative moves an informant makes are 
chosen in relation to alternative moves that could have been used when 
speaking about migrant labour in Sweden. In the subsequent chapters of 
this thesis I will analyse discourse as a flexible resource that is used by 
managers as they construct notions of workers, global mobility, and pro-
duction. I use ‘interpretative repertoire’ as a term in the analysis of man-
agement talk where there is a need to specifically mark this type of active 
use of language, as well as the alternative repertoires and interpretative 
moves that a manager could have used.  I do, however, find that interpre-
tative repertoire represents a rather technical terminology that does not 
always work fluently in the ethnographic analysis of management prac-
tices. Researchers in discourse psychology themselves use discourse as 
an alternative to interpretative repertoires (see e.g. Wetherell and Potter 
1992: 92) and argue that it is not the term itself that is problematic, but 
rather the assumptions of how a discourse is supposed to be constituted. 
I use the terminology of both interpretative repertoires and discourse.

In some analyses I have particularly searched for recurring descrip-
tions that several different managers returned to. Yet I do not identify 
specific interpretative repertoires only by evaluating how frequently re-
curring descriptions are used by different managers. Looking for interpre-
tative repertoires, we can search especially for ‘broadly discernible clus-
ters of terms, descriptions and figures of speech often assembled around 
metaphors or vivid images’ (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 90). Although I 
did not start my analysis by systematically searching for any specific type 
of language, it eventually became clear that this was the best approach, 
especially for the excerpts from the interviews with managers in the IT 
industry, since these interviews were more consistent than the wild ber-
ry case interviews. I also used ethnographic parameters for this selec-
tion; situations where the atmosphere was particularly energetic or, in 
contrast, particularly uncomfortable or ambivalent. These feelings were 
more commonly the reason why particular quotes or situations from the 
wild berry industry were analysed. This was the natural result of using 
participatory observations in this field that differed from the way I col-
lected material for the IT case study. Emotions, and the affective practice 
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of management that I discussed in chapter 3, has however also been ob-
served in relation to how they are expressed through language. 

Furthermore, the absence of certain possible constructions can be just 
as revealing as the frequency of others (Billig 1991). These absences can 
include those managers who did not talk to me at all, but they could also 
include the silences in an interview, or the subject positions that were 
not mentioned or not made possible. This thesis particularly raises ques-
tions about how migrant labour is articulated, and in relation to what. It 
also raises questions about the possible subject position of managers and 
migrant workers in these accounts (Edley 2001). While managers speak 
about many different topics in the interviews, the research focus is on 
their construction of migrant workers. This does not mean that managers 
always explicitly addressed migrant workers in the accounts that I chose 
to analyse. In the analysis I have therefore worked with the questions: 
Is there anything in the ethnographic data, or in alternative discourses 
on migration, that makes certain interpretative repertoires particularly 
significant to analyse? Which subject positions do migrant workers need 
to occupy in the managers’ accounts of legitimate supply chain relations? 

In this chapter I have clarified how I view the managers: as informants 
who speak about migrant workers in specific interview situations, as peo-
ple who can indeed exercise power on their workers, but also as people 
occupying positions that cannot be reduced to that of ‘privilege’. In the 
four analytical chapters that follow, I use the methodological reflections 
to achieve more nuanced analyses of how managers are situated in com-
plex ways in relation to migrant workers, and how these relations of pow-
er are characterised both by the organisation of international production 
as well as by other identities. The focus on language in the discourse anal-
ysis that I apply is complemented by ‘thick descriptions’ of the industries, 
and by the relations with which production in these industries engage. 
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– seasonal work and its 
reliance on foreign labour
The 2008, labour migration reform received both societal and academic 
interest. During the years when I carried out my dissertation project the 
part of the wild berry industry that employs seasonal workers from Thai-
land, in particular, received much attention in the Swedish media, espe-
cially debating the severe vulnerability of the migrant workers. With re-
gards to the research on managed migration that this thesis pursues, it is 
important to note that the seasonal structure of harvesting wild berries, 
similar to that in agricultural industries, corresponds to some of the main 
assumptions and strategies of the EU policies that address circular migra-
tion (European Commission 2007, 2014). Investigating this type of short-
term return migration, which is tied to seasonal employment in certain 
industries, is a growing field of research internationally (Triandafyllidou 
et al. 2013). In Sweden, the situation of the Thai berry pickers has been 
debated in relation to Swedish labour market policies and migrant rights 
(Eriksson & Tollefsen 2013, 2015; Hedberg 2013; Vogiazides & Hedberg 
2013; Wingborg 2011, 2013; Woolfson et al. 2012), and studied with a par-
ticular focus on its effect on gendered relations (Hedberg 2015; Sörens-
son 2015). Although several of these studies include analyses of the struc-
ture of the industry, the specific focus on employers and mediators in the 
industry has not been pursued as an independent area of research. The 
literature on the growing research field of labour in the Nordic wild ber-
ry industry is an important background for the empirical analysis in this 
chapter and in the next chapter, since these studies position the industry 
and the migrant workers in institutional and social contexts that my in-
terviews with the managers do not necessarily address.

In this chapter, I analyse the ways in which managers in the berry com-
panies talk about the international composition of labour in the Swedish 
wild berry industry, and in doing so I especially explore these accounts 
through the conceptual framework of supply chain capitalism. In study-
ing the managers’ accounts I also present other important actors in the 
industry and how the economy of foreign labour is constructed in rela-
tion to the influence, institutional positions, and motives of these actors. 
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Explaining supply chain relations - the 
development of a wild berry industry
In the previous chapter, I introduced the theories of commodity chains 
and global production that I use in this chapter in order to analyse the 
wild berry industry. One benefit is that these perspectives challenge the 
idea of a homogenous industry in which migrant workers occupy certain 
positions and their labour can only be valued in one particular way, and 
instead they emphasise a diverse industry in which different moral posi-
tions may gain influence. By thinking through the conceptualisation of 
supply chain capitalism (Tsing 2009, 2012) the diversity of interests and 
discourses concerning wild berry production is placed at the centre of the 
analysis. The focus on how managers talk about the supply chain frame-
work of the wild berry industry allows me to discuss how migrant work-
ers and their labour are situated in relation to the activities of selling, 
marketing, distributing, and consuming wild berries. In the Swedish wild 
berry industry, the organisation of production and labour has changed 
significantly over the years. I discuss how discourses about these changes 
define actors and events as being of greater or lesser importance to the 
present-day industry and its organisation. This chapter therefore starts 
out with an assessment of the different positions that berry entrepre-
neurs take in relation to aspects of change and production. 

History, change, and development were recurring themes in my in-
terviews with the Swedish berry entrepreneurs. One representative ex-
ample of how the evolution of the wild berry industry was described is a 
longer conversation with Rene, an entrepreneur who has worked in the 
berry industry for 20 years. Rene, like most managers that feature in my 
material, represents what I call a ‘berry company’: a Sweden-based cor-
poration that acts as a middle-man in the supply chain, being neither the 
formal employer of berry pickers nor the final destination for berry re-
finement and marketing. In 2011, I called Rene to talk about the situation 
of Thai berry pickers in Sweden and explained my research interests to 
him. His descriptions and engaged interventions in the interview are the 
basis of the excerpt below. This excerpt reveals some of the interpretative 
resources that managers used when they talk about workers and about 
the business they are in. It is a useful introduction to the industry, as this 
quote by Rene presents and positions most of the central supply chain 
actors that are analysed in this thesis, focusing on migrant work in the 
wild berry industry.

Karin: So I have been talking to people at the Migration Agency about 
that. The office is in Norrköping, where I also work, you know. We 
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talked about the routines of work permits now, how there are many 
aspects to consider that they have to discuss and …
Rene: Do you know about the berry industry in Sweden, how it started? 
No? Well, before we started our business there were only retired people 
who picked berries, on the weekends. And holiday pickers who made 
some extra money. Back then, in the late 80s it was very controversial 
with Polish people who started coming here, living in camping areas and 
picking berries. There was even a bus company [A]12 that arranged bus 
trips from Poland. 
Karin: A bus company?
Rene: Yes, they advertised in Poland about the trips. And then, in the 
90s, a new group started picking: Thai women who met Swedish men. 
They started inviting relatives over and this business just kept on 
growing. I have heard that there are more than 25,000 Thai women in 
Sweden now. In the 90s they invited large groups of people – they lived 
under really bad conditions; there were no rules. They were here on 
tourist visas and lived in farms and stables. Some summers were very 
cold and the conditions were horrible really. And the Migration Agency 
reacted on this! 
Karin: Okay ... 
Rene: And in 2000 the distributors [X and Y]13 they wanted to ensure 
the access of berries every season. But nobody took responsibility for 
the Thai pickers. So then the interest organisation was formed and made 
an agreement with the Migration Agency. The agreement was that the 
berry industry should take responsibility. So companies were appoint-
ed, companies that were allowed to invite people from abroad. So they 
were called ‘inviting companies’, right. They needed to take a social and 
economic responsibility. This was working pretty good, but then the Tax 
Agency decided to check if this was in fact organised wage labour. There 
was a national revision then that led to the Begab sentence, which was 
about some Ukrainians. ‘We claim that the pickers are hired for picking’, 
said the Tax Agency. This was all the way up to the Supreme Adminis-
trative Court. Then, in 2006, you didn’t know what would happen. It 
was a very turbulent year. [B]14 took in berry pickers on tax, right. And 
this one company [C] hired a Cypriot manpower company. It was very 
chaotic. They were charged with this and had to pay a bunch of money 
in missing employer fees. So then there was this email sent out, where 
they [the Tax Agency] told us that we should hire foreign companies to 
be the formal employers of the pickers because they wouldn’t have to 
pay tax and employer fees. So they were all in on finding a solution to 
this. Imagine. Headline: financial department plans taxation for berry 
industry.

12  The name of bus company
13  Name of companies
14  Name of company
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In this quote, Rene first explains that the history of changing supply 
chains is central to understanding the current composition of labour. 
Then Rene introduces the relations between several central actors in the 
industry: the Thai pickers who arrived in Sweden before the distributors 
and the berry companies had organised production according to a supply 
chain structure, and the recruitment companies that entered the industry 
to meet both the new requirements of the state authorities as well as the 
moral dimensions of responsibility in the industry.

At the beginning of the interview, I try to define our conversation as 
being about labour migration in Sweden by referring to the practices of 
the Migration Agency. Rene interrupts, and instead tells me the history 
of berry picking in a manner that seems to follow a rehearsed storyline. 
It feels like a story that Rene has told many times before. The Migra-
tion Agency, which I used as a starting point, does not return in Rene’s 
account. Instead, other actors are centred. The way that Rene tells this 
history resembles the accounts that other managers and entrepreneurs in 
the Swedish berry companies provided during my fieldwork. I had expect-
ed that migration and the international composition of labour would be 
central to the main issues of the industry, in contrast to Rene’s focus on 
the business structures within the supply chain of the wild berry industry. 
Rene’s account presents migrant labour as a phenomenon that needs to 
be defined in relation to the current and the past regulation of the pro-
duction of wild berries. The logic of the business structures and networks 
define the boundaries for how Rene can talk about labour, and conse-
quently the workers. Thus, in this chapter I discuss how these manage-
ment discourses can be understood as expressions of supply chain logic. 

Rene represents one of the inviting companies mentioned in the quote 
above. Today, Rene’s company, like most berry companies, does not invite 
berry pickers in the same way as prior to 2006. Instead, Thai recruitment 
companies are the formal employers, and companies such as Rene’s or-
ganise the picking in Sweden. In Rene’s account on how the industry has 
developed, the Sweden-based berry companies are not presented as the 
most important actors. The strategies of Rene’s own company are in fact 
not present at all in the quote above, and the company’s role remains 
somewhat vague in relation to the production of wild berries. Instead, 
Rene’s account consistently emphasises the relations within a supply 
chain, the instability of these relations, and the importance of the insti-
tutional settings constituted by the tax regulations and migration policy 
that affect these relations. 

The relations between recruitment companies, berry companies, and 
distributing companies that Rene describes, can be understood as com-
prising the economy of wild berries. In analyses of the economy, the so-



71

The wild berry industry – seasonal work and its reliance on foreign labour

ciologist Viviana Zelizer (2012) suggests that researchers should focus 
on relational work performed by different actors – relational work that 
extends beyond risk reduction or economic performance. The analyses 
of such relational work, Zelizer argues, can reveal content, variation, and 
change, and ‘the effort people make establishing, maintaining, negotiat-
ing, transforming, and terminating’ these relations (Zelizer 2012: 149). 
The economic relations of the wild berry industry are established and 
are transformed through management discourse and the possible subject 
positions that key actors and their relations can occupy. In this initial 
analysis, I focus on how Rene performs relational work through the ways 
in which different actors are represented in the excerpt from his history 
of wild berry production. 

At the beginning of Rene’s account, Thai berry pickers were said to 
be recruited by Thai women in Sweden. Rene makes a point of empha-
sising how many Thai women there are living in Sweden, which signifies 
that this diaspora is important to the industry. The Thai women as a sub-
ject position in these management discourses can be observed in several 
manager accounts and I will discuss this theme in more depth later in this 
chapter. For now, it can be noted that in Rene’s account the Thai wom-
en treated berry pickers so badly that a change was inevitable. The Thai 
women are characterised as dysfunctional in relation to the wellbeing of 
berry pickers and in relation to production. 

In the context of worker wellbeing, another supply chain actor, the 
distributors, enters Rene’s historical overview. According to this descrip-
tion, the distributors, who carry a desire for more predictable produc-
tion and profit, wanted a more structured industry. However, according 
to Rene, the distributors did not take responsibility for the pickers. The 
distributors represent a significant supply chain actor and by pointing out 
the difference between the berry companies and the distributers Rene 
differentiates two subject positions: those who care about labour condi-
tions, and those who don’t. I will return to how the distributors are con-
structed in these discourses later in this chapter. In the narrative, com-
panies such as Rene’s invited migrant berry pickers to Sweden and were 
‘economically and socially responsible’. Rene makes explicit the image of 
a caring and responsible subject position in the supply chain; a position 
occupied by the berry companies. Social responsibility, in fact, becomes a 
key resource in positioning the berry companies as the moral subjects of 
the berry industry. 

Rene describes how the arrangement in which berry companies had 
authority, worked well until the state agencies changed the game. Rene 
uses quotations and vividly illustrates their statements when referring to 
state agencies, thus creating the effect of exposing their control and in-
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fluence. In the next section, I continue the analysis of these descriptions 
of the state, focusing on how the wild berry industry is represented as 
marginalised and geographically peripheral.

This initial analysis of Rene’s abbreviated history of berry picking in 
Sweden discloses the deconstruction of supply chain relations as an es-
sential aspect of analysing management discourse. It acknowledges that 
translations across and between these different suppliers constitute the 
ways in which accountability, responsibility, and what is good and fair are 
defined (Sayer 2005a). In Rene’s account, the actors in the supply chain 
are described in relation to their economic interests, as well as in relation 
to their moral positions and their geographic locations, for instance being 
in Sweden, Cyprus, or Thailand. 

A northern business
A central construction of space in the material I collected about the wild 
berry industry referred to the marginalised position of the northern parts 
of Sweden. Literature on commodity chains open up thought about the 
spatial contexts of production, and from looking at the commodity chain 
of wild berries it is clear that it includes a wide range of places (Hedberg 
2013). The berries grow in the forests of northern Sweden, they are picked 
by workers from Thailand, stored in warehouses across Europe, refined 
for beauty products in Japan, or consumed as jam in Scandinavia (Hed-
berg 2013; Wingborg 2011). The spatial aspects of wild berry production 
also concern institutional and national contexts; for instance the condi-
tions determined by Swedish politics, law, and public debate. Tax regu-
lations, labour laws, and migration control all affect the ways in which 
the networks of global production are structured (Gereffi 2005). These 
regulations and laws, and the ways in which they have dictated events, are 
a dominant theme in Rene’s description of the industry’s transformation 
and changing composition, referred to at the beginning of this chapter. 
Rene describes how the changing regulations allowed new actors to enter 
the industry, for instance the recruitment companies in Thailand, and 
made other actors, like Thai female entrepreneurs, disappear from it. 

State agencies can be thought of as representatives of the commodity 
chain’s institutional context. In the quote presented earlier in this chap-
ter, Rene presented the authority of agencies such as the Tax Agency as 
rigid and imperative. He uses a quotation: ‘”We claim that pickers are 
hired for picking”, said the Tax Agency’, and through a description of its 
consequences he presents the state as being guided by a bureaucratic log-
ic that has inefficient and malign side effects. A different berry entrepre-
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neur, John, also explained the tax revision of 2006, which was thought at 
the time to threaten the wild berry industry:

John: We had people on our side. They lobbied in Almedalen and even 
wrote letters to Maud Olofsson [the Swedish Minister of Industry]. We 
need rules and regulations but the worst thing that could happen is that 
they would pull the rug from under this whole industry in the north. As 
an entrepreneur you create jobs for people here. The blueberries and 
lingonberries are a great natural resource and we need to take care of it.

John illustrated the wild berry industry as being part of the northern re-
gions of Sweden and the success of the industry as a shared interest in 
those regions.15 The majority of the owners and managers at the berry 
companies were entrepreneurs who had been, or were still, engaged in 
a wide range of businesses, from tourism and other services, to real es-
tate and production (see also Jonsson & Uddstål 2002: 18). Much of the 
berry picking is located in depopulated parts of the northern regions of 
Sweden, Norrland, and the berry entrepreneurs, who host hundreds of 
berry pickers every season, can buy old abandoned buildings as accom-
modation for their workers. These buildings are the physical components 
of the organisation of berry picking. Most of the stops and stays during 
the time I spent in the field were in old abandoned schools that could no 
longer be filled with children in the depopulated northern areas where 
there were few job opportunities. These areas are where the berry indus-
try is mostly located. Therefore, John’s statement that you ‘create jobs 
for people here’, is important in this context. This argument constructs 
an ‘us’ and a common interest in relation to the northern parts of Swe-
den, and at the same time it differentiates between the spatial context of 
wild berry production and the national Swedish space that is represent-
ed by state agencies. In the light of neoliberal globalisation, the north of 
Sweden, Norrland, is often represented in the media and in political dis-
course as obsolete and as the unmodern ‘other’ to modern urban Sweden 
(Eriksson 2010). Both Rene and John talk about an industry that is not 
acknowledged, and not understood in its own terms. 

In relation to the state agencies, the problem of unpredictability was 
also highlighted in the management talk, and the managers described 
how the wild berry industry was difficult for them to navigate. Some of 
the managers I interviewed addressed the topic of unpredictability in a 
direct way. Kim, the chief executive officer (CEO) of a berry company, 
explained the risks and the marginalisation:

15  See e.g. public statement in the parliament, Grönlund Krantz 2005
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Kim: They ask me why we don’t just quit. I like this business and it is 
fun to meet new people. And this is an important industry. But we invest 
in more than 300 cars and buildings for more than 1200 people. This 
is like putting the investments in a game of roulette – we don’t know if 
this is all illegal next year. 

Like John, Kim emphasised that the wild berry industry is an important 
business. This emphasis in Kim’s statement counters the influential dis-
course that proposes the logic that economics alone is the sole determin-
ing factor of success or failure. According to Kim and John, it is not the 
lack of the economic value of wild berries that causes a marginalisation 
of the industry. Their argument is that the berry industry is culturally 
and morally de-valued and is viewed by others as insignificant. In these 
managers’ accounts, the value of 300 cars and the buildings for more than 
1200 people is determined by the prejudices of others. 

By deconstructing the interpretative resources (Wetherell and Potter 
1992) that the managers use when speaking about the wild berry indus-
try, the analysis can therefore reveal discourses of the economy. In the 
context of a marginalised industry in a forgotten northern region of Swe-
den, managers in the wild berry industry view the economy as inseparable 
from cultural evaluating practices. The managers argue that the cultural 
notion of the berry industry is presented as lacking value to the nation, 
and thus affects the economic risks and profits for them. The berry com-
pany managers describe the state agencies and their attitudes towards the 
industry, and argue that the institutional setting of Swedish regulations 
and authorities adds to the burden of the berry actors. In the quotes that 
I have presented, Rene, John, and Kim present their argument by refer-
ring to the economics of investment, employment, and profits. In their 
descriptions, however, the managers also establish the relations between 
the berry companies and the Swedish state within a countering discourse 
of a struggling, hard-working, and moral berry industry in the north of 
Sweden. In this management discourse, the regulations and the interfer-
ence of the Swedish state should be understood as disregarding the value 
of the berry industry.

The managers, however, spoke in different terms about their relations 
with the Thai authorities. John, who spent a significant amount of time 
in Thailand, and had hosted Thai state authorities in Sweden, said that: 
‘When the representatives of the Department of Finance in Bangkok were 
here they thanked us for all the work we did for Thai berry pickers’. John 
described the gratitude of the Thai authorities as being in sharp contrast 
to the attitudes of the corresponding Swedish state actors. These descrip-
tions highlight the transnational space as important for understanding 
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the wild berry industry. In relation to different nation states, John can de-
scribe the industry as being both wanted and unwanted, as valuable and 
without value. The attitude of the Thai state agencies is also used as an 
interpretative resource to highlight the irrationality of the Swedish state. 
The managers actively engaged with different institutional spaces in the 
interpretative repertoire of a valuable wild berry industry, emphasising 
Norrland, Thailand, and Sweden in different contexts. 

Bargaining over berries – distributors in Sweden
During the time of my fieldwork, the risks and responsibilities of the wild 
forest berry supply chain were debated intensively. These debates took 
place within a larger discourse of accountability where non-governmen-
tal organisations (NGOs), researchers, and policymakers called for more 
responsibility from companies at the top of the commodity chain: the 
buyers and the distributors. There are only a few large distributors of wild 
berries in Sweden. These distributors are sometimes producers of food 
products, but they mainly stock and deliver berries to other producers 
in a global commodity chain of, for example, health or beauty products, 
where antioxidants from Nordic blueberries are especially in demand. 

In recent years, actions have been taken within the industry to im-
prove both the rights of migrant workers and the transparency of the 
supply chain. The buyers who have been involved in the work to increase 
social responsibility in the industry are mostly the national food corpora-
tions (Wingborg 2013). Also, distributors have increasingly adapted their 
practices in terms of monitoring the conditions under which berries are 
harvested. In 2011, however, when my main fieldwork was carried out, 
this work was not systematically in place. The berry company represent-
atives that I interviewed described the position of the distributors within 
the industry as lacking engagement in how the industry was portrayed. In 
Rene’s account, at the beginning of this chapter, the distributors, in their 
quest for more predictable and structured harvests, were unwilling to 
take responsibility for the wellbeing of the migrant berry pickers. Other 
representatives of the berry companies talked about the distributors and 
their responsibilities in similar ways:

John: There should be a system where we can know that distributors 
won’t buy berries that have been picked by anyone who is not working 
under legal conditions. If we don’t have rules we will not survive as a 
business, that’s for sure.
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Kim: I welcome regulations from the Migration Agency – it is impor-
tant that there are guarantees that salaries can be paid. But then again, 
distributors should take a much bigger responsibility for that. 

Rene: They would say that it is not their responsibility, that they buy 
berries from those who have it. 

Kim: Some distributors say that they don’t buy berries from free pick-
ers. But they don’t have any controls on that. They just say that to the 
media. 

John, Rene, and Kim express their opinions and debate different solu-
tions to the problems of the industry. These suggestions of rules and reg-
ulations for the supply chain actors specifically address the distributors, 
and the management talk about coherency and transparency is direct-
ed towards the distributing companies who are portrayed as not being 
engaged enough. In the context of regulations, the berry company man-
agers actively establish connections between the berry distributors and 
the conditions of labour, for instance by highlighting how they promote 
informal conditions when they buy from pickers with no formal employ-
ment. This serves to project the image of a coherent industry rather than 
a fragmented supply chain, to push responsibility in the direction of the 
distributors, and to include them as accountable agents. The berry entre-
preneurs’ arguments are an attempt to draw the distributors into the or-
derliness and transparency that ‘regulation’ and ‘system’ signify, and into 
the industry of producing or picking berries – not only distributing them. 
I argue that this is one aspect of constructing a notion of what a moral 
economy would look like according to the berry companies.

In 2011 and 2012, I contacted five people at three different distributor 
companies to ask them to participate in my study. They all declined, stat-
ing similar reasons, namely that the working conditions in the berry for-
ests were not their responsibility. In 2015, this might very well have been 
different, considering the increased visibility of the distributors in the 
public debate about the industry. In the material that I analyse here, how-
ever, the distributors represent a silence. This silence can be productively 
included in the analyses, for instance through the ways in which manag-
ers in the berry companies attempt to draw the distributors in, closer to 
the heart of the moral conflicts, in their way of talking about the indus-
try. The absence of the berry distributors’ voices is not only a matter of 
speech and discourse, but it reflects differences of interests, or conflicts, 
within the supply chain and over the mobilisation of labour. In the next 
section, I discuss how managers of the berry companies talked about ac-
countability and responsibility in relation to the recruitment companies.
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Down the supply chain – working on the 
relations with partners in Thailand
The responsibility for labour in supply chain capitalism is outsourced, 
which causes an increased fragmentation of labour and of management 
accountability (Tsing 2012). So far, the ways in which the berry compa-
nies talk about distributors has illustrated these points. Rene’s initial ac-
count, which I have referred to throughout this chapter, makes clear that 
the responsibility for labour does not sit permanently in the hands of 
the berry companies. Recruitment companies, for the most part based in 
Thailand, are also central supply chain actors, and Rene explained that 
they entered the wild berry industry following the tax reforms of 2006. 
After 2006, Asian recruitment agencies, or staffing companies, entered 
the wild berry industry on a large scale. Swedish berry companies en-
gaged in contracts with the recruitment agencies in Thailand in order to 
avoid employers’ fees and to avoid the taxation of the berry pickers. This 
type of cooperation has changed frequently from year to year, and while 
recruitment companies in other Asian countries have been active in some 
years, Thai recruitment companies dominate the berry picking industry. 
The relations also differ between companies. Some Swedish berry com-
panies explained to me that they had worked closely with the same re-
cruitment company for several years, while others had changed company 
almost every year, or had worked with several recruitment companies at 
the same time. 

Returning to Rene’s description of how recruitment companies en-
tered the industry, we can see how the state is ascribed an important role 
in relation to changing events:

Rene: […] So then there was this email sent out, where they told us that 
we should hire foreign companies to be the formal employers of the 
pickers because they wouldn’t have to pay tax and employer fees. So 
they were all in on finding a solution to this. Imagine: ‘Headline: finan-
cial department plans taxation for berry industry’.

Inspired by the analytical strategies of discourse psychology to pay par-
ticular attention to talk that seems colourful and where something ‘hap-
pens’, I note how this excerpt is told in an animated manner where Rene 
re-enacts a debate and an event. In this quote, Rene talks about the Tax 
Agency, or about specific officials who work there, in contrast to the con-
struction of state interventions as rigid, bureaucratic, and static, which I 
observed earlier in the analysis of this chapter. This part of the quote sig-
nifies an ambivalence towards state practices. ‘Imagine’, Rene says, that 
the department of finance would help the berry industry by coming up 
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with such a controversial solution. Rene constructs the state as ambiv-
alent, and yet actively involved in the development of the wild berry in-
dustry, which resulted in the entry of foreign recruitment companies. The 
ambivalence that Rene describes constructs a state subject that does not 
exclude the possibility that Thai companies, and by extension Thai work-
ers, actually belong to the Swedish economy of wild berry production. In 
the first chapter of this thesis, I discussed this type of migration manage-
ment in which specific economic conditions directly affect how govern-
ment authorities change their policies to grant access to labour markets 
across international borders. The ambivalence of the state is therefore 
important to an interpretative repertoire in which the supply chain struc-
ture of the wild berry industry, and the central and important position 
of the Swedish berry companies in this supply chain, can be established 
as moral and right. The selective access of Thai workers to Swedish ber-
ry picking, mediated in part through seemingly technocratic practices, 
namely serves to establish the economic role of berry companies. Berry 
companies are described as survivors in the interpretative repertoire of 
their importance to the wild berry production. In Rene’s account, ber-
ry companies recreate and transform their businesses according to state 
politics, and remain flexible and adaptive to new conditions, for instance 
in the ways that they cooperate in the supply chains. Hence, the existence 
of berry companies in an industry where Thai recruitment companies 
carry the formal responsibility for labour, is legitimised in part by how 
the state regulates the labour market in ambivalent and unreliable ways, 
and by the need for a supply chain actor to navigate these state practices.

Although berry companies in my material usually claimed that they 
felt a responsibility for the berry pickers, in contrast to how they depicted 
distributing companies as lacking notions of such responsibility, some of 
my informants instead emphasised the role of recruitment agencies as 
accountable for any abuse of migrant berry pickers. I talked to the berry 
entrepreneur John in the early summer before berry pickers had yet ar-
rived in Sweden, and when new rules had been announced but were still 
not in place. 

Karin: But right now, are the pickers, have they bought the tickets?
John: We don’t buy the tickets; [the recruitment company] does. I don’t 
know who paid now, the deposition. I mean, I think they do it in their 
way. They will buy the tickets and make sure that the pickers are fit, that 
they can go. 

This represented one of the more sensitive types of topics during the 
interviews I carried out. Talking about specific agreements between 
different parties in the supply chain often created uncomfortable feel-
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ings. Most of the managers I interviewed talked about these topics in an 
avoiding, hesitant, or distanced manner. One reason could be that the ar-
rangements would be morally controversial, or perhaps because these is-
sues were, in fact, handled by the Thai recruitment agencies without any 
deeper insight on the part of berry companies. By emphasising the role 
of the state in extending the supply chain of wild berry production, John 
establishes a legitimacy for the arrangements of the recruitment compa-
nies. Hence, the extended supply chain structure is not talked about as a 
strategy for outsourcing the responsibility for labour. 

The relational processes in the supply chain were made explicit in the 
managers’ talk about the development of the berry industry. Rene and 
Kim both described the early stages of the formation of new networks 
and their relations with recruitment companies in the supply chain. 

Rene: It took some time to know how to work in the new system. And 
now we have recruitment companies that we can trust – and they un-
derstand that they have to send the same staff, that we need people here 
who understand the industry.

Karin: So how did that change it, when you started working with the 
recruitment company?
Kim: Well [name of entrepreneur] – they had big big problems. They 
hired a recruitment company in Vietnam, and when their pickers came 
here they thought blueberries were as big as golf balls. They thought it 
was just to come and pick them up. So they were angry, protested; it was 
all over the media and that’s the type of situation that is, uhm, not good.

Kim described an incident that concerned a different berry company. This 
company had a contract with a recruitment company that gave false in-
formation to the prospective berry pickers. There were many news items 
about similar events in the Swedish media in 2009 and 2010, revealing 
how some recruitment companies systematically cheated migrants by 
hiding the costs that berry pickers needed to pay, or by giving false infor-
mation about the working conditions, or about the amount of berries they 
were likely to pick. When talking about problems or controversial top-
ics, most of the managers I interviewed referred to other companies and 
their problems, which created a distance between their particular busi-
ness and these more general problems. In the event that Kim describes, 
the pickers’ belief about blueberries being ‘as big as golf balls’ emerged 
from somewhere in the communication between the recruitment com-
pany and the migrant workers, although the protests, according to Kim, 
became the problem of the Swedish entrepreneurs. Both Kim and Rene’s 
statements indicate that there is much at stake in the relations between 
supply chain actors.
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Rene, when talking about staff sent to Sweden by the recruitment 
company to organise the lives of the berry pickers, emphasises that 
knowledge and trust are important for production to be efficient. Rene 
also describes the relation with the recruitment company as requiring 
continuity and understanding, which, according to the account, builds a 
mutuality and intimacy in relation to the different positions in the supply 
chain. This contrasts with the ways in which supply chain actors were 
differentiated in other management talk, and how labour responsibility 
was ‘passed over’ to the recruitment companies. The distance and dif-
ferentiation, as well as the mutuality and intimacy in the supply chain, 
were consistently negotiated in the management talk. Rene, for instance, 
described the supply chain relations as supportive: 

Rene: With us, we are lucky, because our distributor that we work with 
– they have said that they will help out with the expenses for tickets that 
are paid in advance. They don’t think that the recruitment company 
should have to do that. That is too much money at once. 

In Rene’s description, the berry company, the distributor, and the recruit-
ment company distribute responsibility and financial risk among them-
selves in the supply chain. The berry pickers are the responsibility of the 
recruitment company, yet there can be help and support from within the 
supply chain. At other times, however, the berry pickers were represented 
as being much closer to the Swedish berry company. Later in the inter-
view, Rene describes how his company evaluates its recruitment partners 
in Thailand:

Rene: If we switched recruitment company now, the pickers would 
choose to come with us. They have been coming with us for many years 
now and they like the way we work. We give them a lot of freedom also, 
and we know that they value that. 

This quote from Rene reveals the ambivalence of formal employment in 
supply chain capitalism. Rene argues that the pickers would be loyal to 
the Swedish berry company if the contracts changed, and in his account 
this creates a strong link and identification directly between the Thai 
pickers and the Swedish company. The Asian recruitment company, on 
the other hand, is presented as being replaceable. 

In 2011, when I started my fieldwork, the largest debate in the wild 
berry industry concerned new directives that would require the employ-
ers of berry pickers, usually the Asian recruitment companies, to have a 
formal base in Sweden (Wingborg 2011, 2013). These directives may again 
put the issue of taxation on the berry pickers’ income back on the table. 
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The berry entrepreneurs all agreed that such taxation would make it im-
possible for berry picking to be profitable.

John: It’s a big problem with all the costs now that we don’t know what 
is going on with the new rules. If they have to pay tax and employer fees, 
no one would want to go to Sweden this year. But it is just one month 
left and the tickets need to be paid. And the visas - that will cost money 
to speed it up. 

When John talks about the tax regulations, the supply chain is not posi-
tioned as being interconnected to costs – the taxation of berry pickers 
and the employer fees that would be a burden on the recruitment com-
panies is not represented as something that is potentially shared with the 
berry companies or the distributors. However, most entrepreneurs talked 
about the potential taxation being the certain ‘death’ of the industry. 

This tells us something about the ways in which money and earnings 
are talked about in relation to the supply chain. The taxation on these 
seasonal migrant workers, and the estimations and evaluations of reason-
able earnings for a Thai berry picker, are central to the supply chain in an 
absolute sense; the recruitment companies and the berry companies are 
completely dependent on a situation where it is worthwhile for Thai work-
ers to travel to Sweden. In the next chapter, I will present how migrant 
workers are represented in the management discourse on situations that 
make it ‘worthwhile’ for them to work in Sweden. Before presenting these 
discussions, however, I will analyse material where managers in the berry 
companies argue that there is a division between a formal and an informal 
wild berry industry, and how this serves as a way of establishing moral 
legitimacy for some actors rather than others. 

The other side of the industry – madams, 
Bulgarians, and tourist pickers
Painting the picture of the berry picking history in Sweden in the quote 
that introduced this chapter, Rene describes how ‘Thai women with 
Swedish men’ started picking berries and later invited family and friends 
to Sweden. There is an ambiguity about the importance of these women 
in the development of the berry industry. Rene explains that in the early 
2000s the industry was in need of more structure and responsibility, and 
this required the exclusion of Thai women. Yet in Rene’s and other berry 
company managers’ talk about the industry these female entrepreneurs 
continued to return. Several of the informants talked about Thai wom-
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en who were, or had been, working with berries. The Thai women were 
sometimes referred to as ‘madams’.

Karin: What is a madam? I mean, who is a madam?
Kim: A madam is a Thai woman who married a Swedish man and moved 
up in the world. She controls her fellow countrymen, they split half-half 
on the earnings. They have connections too, used to work as inter-
preters for [name of municipality]. So you know that, if you need an 
interpreter. They say what is good for them and we heard later that the 
translation was not fair. From the pickers, we heard that. The pickers 
who went with madams are afraid of them and they all say that they are 
much better off now with [name of recruitment company]. They have 
someone who speaks their language and listens to them. 

The ‘madam’ is discussed as being obsolete, especially now that the re-
cruitment companies themselves have Thai staff who can do the trans-
lating. Madams, however, are also characterised as occupying a central 
position in the wild berry supply chain, controlling the cultural broker-
ing between Thailand and Sweden, and influencing and translating for 
important actors such as the municipalities. Other berry entrepreneurs 
told me that the madams also lobbied policymakers and other influential 
actors in Thailand. 

Cultural geographer Charlotta Hedberg has studied the masculinisa-
tion of the wild berry industry in Sweden, arguing that the position of 
Thai women have changed from being active participants, both as entre-
preneurs and as workers, to working under native men (Hedberg 2015). 
Hedberg’s research shows the complexity of how Thai women are po-
sitioned within the Swedish wild berry industry. In some regions, there 
are still many pickers who arrive on tourist visas and work with, or un-
der, Thai women with no registered berry companies. Former Thai fe-
male entrepreneurs also work closely with some recruitment companies 
in Thailand and act as cultural brokers or translators. Kim’s description 
of the madam depicts her as a threat to the berry pickers, and Kim ar-
gues that many pickers are afraid of the madams that they previously had 
agreements with. Several other berry entrepreneurs talked about threats 
and severe exploitation of berry pickers in the former system, which was 
unregulated and not controlled by berry companies but by individual en-
trepreneurs.

On the wall of an office at one berry company I visited, there was a 
photograph showing a stop sign with a crossed out shape of a person. The 
sign read: ‘No Thai Madam’. I asked John about the sign. He replied:

John: They will try to contact the pickers and they have ‘phone numbers 
to many of them, so that they can decide places to meet up. Just the oth-
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er day some pickers told [name of manager] that they were contacted by 
a madam who wanted to buy their berries.

Following the labour migration reform, berry pickers, like other groups 
of labour migrants, were obliged to show that they would earn the equiv-
alent of the minimum salary in line with the corresponding collective 
agreements for their profession. Berry picking was assigned to the Mu-
nicipal Workers’ Union as included in their field of responsibility at the 
labour market, and the minimum salary needed to be 22 000 sek/month 
for migrants to be granted a work permit. By 2011, the regulations had be-
come tougher and employers needed to show that they could cover such 
expenses before workers would be issued work permits to work for them 
in Sweden. The recruitment company that John works with would need 
to pay the minimum salary even though ‘their’ pickers sold their berries 
to someone else. The notion of the madam as a threat should therefore 
not only be analysed as a threat towards the berry picker, but also as a 
threat towards the main berry companies. In the interviews, the berry 
companies often returned to descriptions of an unfair dual system: one 
regulated, formal system, and one unregulated, informal system. In this 
context, the construction of the Thai madam as ruthless and oppressive 
serves to differentiate between moral and amoral subject positions in the 
wild berry industry.

In her research, Sörensson (2015) presents narratives of Thai women 
who live permanently in Sweden and pick berries with family and rela-
tives from Thailand who travel to Sweden on a seasonal basis. These nar-
ratives are in sharp contrast to the ways in which Swedish entrepreneurs 
in my material talk about madams. In Sörensson’s study, Thai women see 
berry picking as part of family interdependence and as a possibility to 
travel between Sweden and Thailand to maintain close family ties. Such 
empathy and kinship in the relational work within the informal industry 
also blurs the boundaries between what is moral and what is amoral.

The complexity that Hedberg’s (2015) and Sörensson’s (2015) re-
search provide us with puts the discourses of Swedish entrepreneurs in 
perspective. In the entrepreneurs’ talk, the Thai women are presented 
in a manner that allows only certain roles and positions – those of op-
pressive and greedy madams. In research that centres on the Thai wom-
en’s stories (Hedberg 2015; Sörensson 2015) motives of caring, intimacy, 
and transnational solidarity are expressed in relation to the recruitment 
of family and friends through transnational networks. Thai women in 
the Swedish berry industry are likely to hold very diverse positions, and 
present their situations with very different emotional and economic ra-
tionales. The focus of this dissertation is the role that the madams are 
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ascribed in the Swedish managers’ talk about the industry and about mi-
grant workers. By referring to female Thai entrepreneurs as madams, a 
specific role in the wild berry industry is produced. This construction of 
madams carries connotations of complex relations of power in which, 
according to the Swedish managers, the berry pickers suffer. The mad-
ams are also seen as actors in the supply chain who are in opposition to 
how the Swedish berry companies present themselves as subjects associ-
ated with regulated and transparent businesses. Race is a central aspect 
of these interpretative repertoires in which the madam is constructed as 
‘other’ to the white Swedish entrepreneurs. In the managers’ accounts, 
for instance Kim’s quote at the beginning of this section, the madam is 
racialised through references to how the term is defined: as a woman who 
marries a white Swedish man to move up in the world. The madam does 
not marry a man ‘in Sweden’, but according to this discourse she marries 
into a racialised hierarchy that allows her to ‘control her fellow coun-
trymen’, as Kim phrased it. In the entrepreneurial context, the madam 
is also defined in relation to her racialised kinship to other Thai people. 
This necessarily rules out the possibility that she can be associated with 
the regulated transparency of modern white business. 

The conflict between the different sides of the industry that managers 
talked about, between free pickers and organised pickers, was one of their 
main themes and did not only address Thai women in the industry.

Kim: The new regulations are good, I really think so. But what’s needed 
now is better controls on the free movers who don’t provide any kind of 
security for their pickers.

John: The problem now is that [name of distributor] buys berries from 
free pickers. They don’t have any kind of rules to follow.

The notion of the Thai madam as a threat to berry pickers has a func-
tion in relation to another dimension of the berry industry that the ber-
ry entrepreneurs consistently pointed out during the fieldwork: the new 
regulations in the industry that require employers to pay migrant berry 
pickers a minimum wage meant that it became more lucrative to buy ber-
ries from other companies’ pickers. Entrepreneurs who are ‘free movers’, 
as Kim and several other managers called them, buy berries from pickers 
with whom they do not have any contracts. Free movers buy berries from 
pickers employed by other companies, or from so called ‘free pickers’. 
According to the berry companies, free pickers are not affiliated with or 
employed by companies, and are mostly Thai people who are in Sweden 
on a tourist visa, or people from Eastern European countries who are al-
lowed to stay in Sweden in line with the EU’s policy of free movement. 
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It is perfectly legal to pick berries in Sweden after entering on a tourist 
visa, in the same way that the common right of access to land in Sweden 
makes it possible for all Swedish residents to pick berries and sell them 
tax-free up to a value of €1300. The entrepreneurs, however, emphasise 
that free movers systematise such picking and that they buy berries from 
free pickers for much higher amounts. The interpretative resources used 
by these entrepreneurs, again, mainly refer to exploitation and the lack of 
responsibility towards the wellbeing of the workers.

Rene: It is absolutely horrible, the situation with those Bulgarians. 
There have been many complaints on littering and damages also. They 
came to Sweden more than a month before the berry season started, and 
we have our suspicions…but they are also tricked into coming here. 

Rene’s account describes how the Bulgarian pickers are causing problems 
with littering and causing damage, yet he suggests that these pickers are 
not acting on their own. The separation between the pickers and those 
who he suggests, or suspects, organise their work, is vague in his quote. 
In Rene’s account, the articulations of migrant workers and migrant ex-
ploiters are absorbed in a homogenous construction of a segment of the 
industry that is violent and criminal.

Mešić and Woolfson (2015) have described the abuse of Roma people 
who, after escaping poverty, unemployment, and austerity in Bulgaria, 
have attempted to find a way to make a living in the Swedish berry picking 
industry. Most of these migrants had their dreams of getting out of pov-
erty dashed when they arrived to poor conditions and few opportunities 
for making money from picking berries. Some of them even experienced 
abuse and threats from ‘patrons’ who had organised their travel. Parts of 
the local Swedish communities where Roma berry pickers lived respond-
ed to their presence with fear and contempt and raised complaints about 
damage to property and threats to safety. Several civil community initia-
tives, however, grew large, and included temporary, yet important, solu-
tions to the problems of the many berry pickers who were without the 
basic humanitarian needs of food, shelter, and the opportunity to return 
home (Mešić 2016). 

In the areas where I did my fieldwork, the issue of Roma or ‘East Euro-
pean’ pickers was a minor theme in the interviews. Although my inform-
ants occasionally talked about these incidents, like Rene above, the free 
movers or free pickers most often referred to the Thai people. 

Rene: [The East European pickers] are occupying the south more. Up 
here the free pickers are Thai folks. Some of them have been coming 
here a long time. Some of them come with a madam or with relatives.
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In contrast to this quote, the free pickers were rarely talked about as in-
dependent berry pickers who had come to Sweden for many years and 
knew their way around. When my informants talked about free pickers, 
they more often used interpretative resources referring to the unfair sys-
tem in which these pickers could be exploited and in which buyers and 
distributors did not need to take any responsibility. In general, the in-
terpretative repertoire of a dual industry prevailed in the material. This 
produced an image of a clear-cut division between the formal part of the 
industry, where my informants worked, and the informal, unregulated, 
and dubious part of the industry, where madams, free pickers, and Bulgar-
ian pickers and their patrons all worked. Despite the multifaceted char-
acteristics of the ‘other side’ of the industry, this dualism is important in 
order to legitimise a moral subject as an actor who agrees on regulations 
set by the state, within a proper supply chain structure. Race again is an 
important resource in the articulations of these divisions, as the amoral 
and dubious dimensions of the industry are associated with that which is 
not white and Swedish. 

Using quotes that illustrate how managers in the berry companies talk 
about other supply chain actors, as well as using the institutional context 
in which berry production takes place, I have analysed how the inform-
ants construct their own subject position within the economy. I have also 
shown how this subject position is ascribed a moral character. In the next 
chapter I discuss in more depth how migrant workers from Thailand are 
situated within the interpretative repertoire of a moral and functioning 
wild berry industry. 
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– legitimising conditions in 
the wild berry industry
In the previous chapter my focus was on the industry of wild berries and 
how managers talked about the various supply chain actors. In this chap-
ter I shift focus and address the interpretative repertoires that managers 
make use of when they speak about migrant labour in Sweden. I discuss 
the public discourses that managers refer to by aligning with, or objecting 
to, as they speak about the moral legitimacy of arrangements within the 
industry. The chapter analyses how managers talk about the work that 
goes into harvesting wild berries and how Thai berry pickers are situated 
in relation to aspects of this work such as autonomy and competition. 
I discuss how labour in the wild berry industry is structured in relation 
to notions of a fair economy, for instance paying attention to how man-
agers talk about prices and relations of power in the negotiations. Fur-
thermore, I discuss the ways in which the migrant worker is viewed as 
a moral subject in management discourse, and under what conditions. 
In these analyses, I draw on the descriptions of migration and mobility 
that managers use as they define the transnational lives of temporary, or 
circular, Thai berry pickers. Towards the end of the chapter I discuss how 
we can understand the role of a moral economy in the wild berry industry 
more generally, and what public opinion and images of social responsibil-
ity mean to the industry.

Speaking back – responsibility as a defence 
against discourses of exploitation
In the interviews, when berry company managers talked about a lack of 
responsibility from other actors in the supply chain, they addressed a 
dominant public image in which the wild berry industry is depicted as op-
pressive and exploitative in relation to migrant berry pickers. This image 
of a deeply problematic industry has characterised the debates about the 
wild berry production in the media and in research, and is particularly as-
sociated with several scandals over the years, revealing situations where 
berry pickers have been cheated and mistreated. In some instances, these 
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situations have caused many conflicts between pickers and companies, 
and protests or other types of clashes have occurred since the early 2000s 
(Vogiazides and Hedberg 2013). Several conflicts have been reported, and 
detailed journalistic reports have revealed criminal employers, cases of 
false information by recruitment agencies in Thailand, and even forced 
labour and trafficking within the industry (see also Wingborg 2011). In 
2010, one conflict was played out with tragic consequences in Åsele, a 
small northern municipality. The owners of a berry company emptied 
their bank account and left more than 150 berry pickers from Thailand 
stranded in Sweden without salaries and with large debts from fees that 
had been charged by their Thai agency. Reporting from the situation in 
Åsele, the leader of the Migrant Workers Union in Thailand, Junya Yim-
prasert, argued that it is necessary to recognise:

[…] that between the ‘wild-berry processing industry’ [in the north] and 
the ‘labour trafficking business’ [in the south] there exists, under all 
the smiles, a slave economy. As one picker said at the end of the 2010 
season: ‘We paid ourselves to be enslaved here.’ (Yimprasert 2010)

This image of a slave economy articulates morally unacceptable rela-
tions of force and violence. When speaking about responsibility, the ber-
ry company managers use interpretative resources such as references to 
systems, regulations, and transparency to counter this image. Therefore, 
established discourses are important to point out in the analysis in order 
to understand the interpretative resources that managers use when they 
talk about the wild berry industry. The repertoires that insist on a possi-
bility of moral arrangements of foreign labour in the industry have some 
recurring interpretative resources. As I have shown in the previous chap-
ter, these resources that managers use counter the notions of an altogeth-
er amoral industry by differentiating between moral and amoral actors 
– those who are responsible and those who are not. Another important 
aspect of constructing the moral industry, which I observed during the 
interviews with managers, were their descriptions of what it was like to 
pick berries, and how this kind of labour could be understood as being fair 
for the Thai pickers. 

Picking berries – the natural law of risks and freedom
The ways in which managers describe supply chain relations and respon-
sibilities can be understood as a negotiation of how risks, profits, and 
costs should be distributed. Some risks are considered illegitimate, for 
instance when the manager Kim, who I mentioned in the last chapter, 
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explained that the ambivalence of state policy made the berry companies’ 
investments resemble ‘a game of roulette’. The risks that have been the 
subject of public debate, however, are that migrant berry pickers will be 
left broke or exposed to abusive conditions. Most of the entrepreneurs 
I interviewed attempted to counter this image by emphasising their re-
sponsible position and transparency in relation to migrant labour in the 
supply chain. At times, however, managers’ talk revealed inconsistencies 
and conflicts in relation to risks. 

Mannie: I’m fed up, I’m really sick of having a situation where we are 
all the time seen as one and the same. Our pickers know what they are 
doing, they have the information and they return year after year. They 
would never do that if they were all cheated, of course. To be honest, 
they wouldn’t come here if they only earned the minimum salary. They 
are hoping for more.

This quote portrays migrant berry pickers as different from their public 
image, by describing the pickers as knowledgeable and rational concern-
ing risks and costs in relation to their trips to Sweden. There is however 
an ambiguity about the knowledgeable and rational migrant subject in 
the quote: the migrant pickers know what they get, but they are hoping 
for more. When I interviewed Mannie, the regulations that guaranteed 
pickers a minimum wage of approximately €2200 per month was already 
in place. The entrepreneurs frequently called my attention to this min-
imum wage in our conversations, which provided an image of a situa-
tion where migrant berry pickers were facing very few risks. There was, 
however, ambivalence in relation to how this minimum wage was talked 
about, since the managers also described how it did not correspond to 
what berry pickers dreamed of.

In order to understand these inconsistencies I address a silence in the 
managers’ talk about different types of costs and deductions. The berry 
companies often avoided my questions about the cost of visas and tickets, 
and sometimes also accommodation, gas, and other expenses in Sweden, 
and referred to the recruitment companies as the parties responsible for 
these issues. Although none of the managers specified these costs in any 
detail, they agreed that such costs take up significant parts of the mi-
grants’ earnings. Mannie’s statement that pickers ‘wouldn’t come here if 
they only earned the minimum salary’ should be understood against this 
background. Reports have shown that costs and deductions that are not 
specifically related to salaries have been the main source of conflicts in 
recent years between the berry pickers and the Swedish berry companies 
or Thai recruitment companies (Wingborg 2014). 
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The ways in which managers avoided the topic of costs in their talk 
about conditions for the berry pickers reveals a process of a moral evalu-
ation of acceptable or unacceptable levels of effort and reward, and also 
reveals how these negotiations in management discourse were perhaps 
not settled. The minimum salary guarantees that the pickers can escape 
indebtedness, and constitutes an arrangement that is established as being 
moral, in contrast to the previous unregulated system, or the system of 
free berry picking. Yet salary deductions and the effects these have on mi-
grant earnings cause uncertainties and inconsistencies in the managers’ 
arguments. In an alternative discourse, the lack of transparency regarding 
the relations between earnings and costs could be established as an ille-
gitimate risk for berry pickers in the supply chain. However, the managers 
of the berry companies consistently argued that as long as berry pickers 
had all the information, then risks could not be considered as illegitimate. 

Instead of talking about the risks that workers were facing, the manag-
ers that I interviewed talked about the freedom of berry pickers to roam 
the land and to become skilled in their ways of working the berry bushes.

Rene: They choose to come with us year after year because we give 
them a lot of freedom. That is also, when they ask me about their work-
ing time. Yes, they don’t work 8 hours a day. They would never accept 
that. Some of them take breaks, maybe they sleep a bit in the middle of 
the day. No one would go with [our company] if I was poking around in 
that. As far as I know we are the only company that allows our pickers to 
go to other areas to pick, to travel as far as they want to if there are not 
enough berries by their camp. Within reasonable boundaries that is. 

The volume of production of wild berries is difficult to predict, though 
the larger berry companies I followed and interviewed spent much of 
their time mapping areas and testing or measuring the different types of 
berries. Groups of Thai berry pickers were sometimes frustrated about 
not being able to pick enough berries in the areas they had been assigned, 
and could request to be moved. This is the type of situation Rene was re-
ferring to. Rene is saying that the company cannot interfere with the ways 
in which berry pickers work and spend their days. This quote addresses a 
discussion initiated by public critics who, during the time I interviewed 
him, opposed berry pickers’ working hours that by far exceeded those of 
the trade union collective agreements. According to the observations I 
did during my fieldwork, most berry pickers seemed to leave their camp 
in the early hours of the morning and return late at night. These long 
hours seemed to be the normal way of working. Rene was aware that I had 
observed these long hours and conditions, and addressed my assumed 
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moral evaluation of this situation in the quote above; only the berry pick-
ers themselves can control their working hours.

I had heard from other berry pickers, and from the media, about mi-
grant workers who had collapsed from exhaustion, and who were afraid 
and lonely for long periods on the desolate mountains. None of the man-
agers, however, addressed these issues in the interviews. My point here is 
not to make any claims regarding how common such situations are, but 
which types of problems the managers address and counter in their talk 
about working conditions. The limit of the berry pickers’ freedom con-
stituted a moral debate, while the health of the berry pickers represented 
another silence in the management discourse.

However, the berry pickers’ freedom to decide how long their working 
days should be can only be morally acceptable within certain limits and 
only within the managers’ particular discourse of freedom. In order for 
this freedom not to resemble ‘slave-like conditions’, or other unaccept-
able situations, some mediation of the working hours is necessary. In his 
account, Rene achieves moral legitimacy for his definition of freedom by 
adding that they ‘maybe sleep a bit in the middle of the day’, creating am-
biguity in case the listener calculates the morally acceptable amount of 
working hours differently. The main analytical point here is not to estab-
lish whether or not the hours for migrant berry pickers are too long, but 
to describe how managers’ interpretative resources rest on uncertainties 
and non-specific descriptions in their talk about morally legitimate work-
ing conditions.

These types of negotiations, positioned between being morally ac-
ceptable and morally unacceptable, were frequently mentioned in my 
interviews with managers. In a more public arena, the constructions of 
risk could be more specifically politicised. In a press release titled ‘Berry 
picking – a national affair’ , the CEO of a berry company expressed how:

[p]eople have always taken risks when making use of what the nature 
has to offer. These risks are a natural part of picking berries, fishing, 
hunting and making use of other natural resources. We shouldn’t think 
that these risks can be taken over by an industry.

This press release is part of a debate about changes to the regulations 
in the sector, which several of my other informants supported. The de-
scription in this quote of picking berries associates the berry picking per-
formed by Thai migrant workers with pre-capitalist practices of surviv-
ing on what nature has to offer. Nature is seen as the constant, and the 
production of wild berries is decoupled from the social relations that are 
invoked and affected through changes in the harvesting, valuation, and 
distribution of the berries. Because the risks of temporary migration be-
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tween Thailand and Sweden involve engagement with nature, they are 
therefore represented as natural and unavoidable. 

Although none of the entrepreneurs that I interviewed dismissed the 
idea of an industry with at least some responsibilities of taking on risks, 
their understanding of the risks was inconsistent. The managers spoke 
through an interpretative repertoire that positioned risks as being inher-
ent in the practice of picking berries in nature and on uncultivated lands, 
and therefore the risks were naturally located among the migrant berry 
pickers. In the accounts of managers, the freedom of pickers to work long 
hours or to move freely across the forests was associated with individual 
achievement and competition, and with making use of what nature has 
to offer.

After returning from a working day with a group of Thai migrant work-
ers I had a conversation with one of the work leaders at a berry company. 
She described this competition: 

Jane: I am really surprised actually that they let you come out with 
them like that. They normally want to secure their spots – they would 
not let people follow them. They know the mountains and the forests 
much better than people who have lived here their whole lives.

This quote characterises the competition between groups of pickers as a 
natural part of the practice of picking berries. Competition is constructed 
as fair because it rests upon merits and highly valued knowledge as the 
key to success. In a similar way to Rene, who in the quote above talked 
about the importance of giving pickers their autonomy, Jane views the 
risks of berry picking as natural. These natural risks are framed within a 
discourse of the workers’ freedom and the competitive success of some to 
collect large amounts of berries. In other contexts, however, the manag-
ers used other interpretative resources when they talked about the com-
petition between pickers. This way of talking presented competition as 
more problematic in relation to the moral arrangements of harvesting 
‘what nature has to offer’. 

Negotiating the morals of competition
The managers’ view of competition as a natural aspect of ‘working with 
nature’ dominated the descriptions when they talked about the migrants’ 
freedom to choose to work long hours, for instance. In contrast, the com-
petitive freedom was at other times articulated as a symptom of the re-
cent supply chain capitalism of the wild berry industry. Mannie described 
the discussions between the berry company and the recruitment compa-
ny they had contracted:
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Mannie: They want to recruit too many berry pickers, so we have to say 
that these are too many. We have to hold them back all the time. Like 
[name of entrepreneur], they took in too many. He was new to the busi-
ness, he doesn’t understand what happens if there are too many pickers 
and too little berries.

Mannie felt that it was difficult to explain to the recruitment company 
the importance of limiting the number of migrant pickers when the re-
cruitment company was focused on increasing the harvest by recruiting 
more workers. Besides pointing out the effects of supply chain fragmen-
tation and how interests may differ in relation to the location in these 
networks, Mannie’s description of competition relates to how migrant 
labour is mobilised within the industry. In this context, competition is 
part of production rather than part of nature. Since companies in the wild 
berry industry do not control the forest areas, competition comes from 
other berry companies, as well as from free pickers.

Rene: I am very worried about how quickly the industry…I mean if we 
no longer have control of how many pickers... The Migration Agency 
can’t do that, they say, the competition is free. But the conflicts, if there 
aren’t enough berries to go around. 

Like Mannie, Rene described how too many pickers may create prob-
lems in the berry industry. This competition is viewed as problematic, 
in contrast to the competition that is described as being based on tradi-
tional ways of working with nature. Using interpretative resources such 
as admitting to worry and anxiety about the future, and warning about 
conflict and lack of control, depicts the competition as something that 
is not natural or benign. Talking about competition and the number of 
pickers, Rene specifically referred to changes in the organisation of the 
industry following the closing of the interest group Skogsbranschens In-
tresseförening (SBIF) in 2011. SBIF, an association of berry companies, 
was formed in the year 2000 with the purpose of representing the Swed-
ish berry industry. The association held a unique position in relation to 
the Swedish Migration Agency, as only companies that were members of 
the association could apply for work permits for foreign berry pickers. 
The role of SBIF was debated within the berry industry, but maintained 
its legitimacy in relation to central actors such as the Migration Agency. 

The reform of the labour immigration laws in 2008 did not change 
the possibility of recruiting migrant berry pickers to Sweden to work 
within the wild berry industry, but it did change the control systems that 
were enforced. The Swedish Migration Agency was given a more central 
position in this process. In 2011, SBIF closed because it no longer had 



94

Managing Migrant Workers

‘influence over the number of berry pickers that are allowed to come to 
Sweden’, according to the CEO of the association at the time (SVT 2011). 
According to an official at the Migration Agency who I interviewed, the 
Swedish Migration Agency argued that berry pickers had to be treated like 
other groups of migrant workers in Sweden and that it therefore had no 
authority to issue caps on entries for migrant berry pickers.

The continuous negotiations over the boundaries between positive 
and negative competition in the management talk illustrate how a moral 
economy is an on-going process (Sayer 2005a). Within the interpretative 
repertoire of autonomy in the natural harvesting of berries, migration, 
migrant status, and labour migration policy represent silences in how 
berry companies talk about competition. Yet migration is at the centre 
of how competition – which in management discourse is a core aspect of 
the practice of picking berries – is articulated in the interpretative reper-
toire of the control and formalisation of the wild berry industry. In this 
context, competition is seen as illegitimate when the employers express 
moral expectations of how the supply of migrant workers should be con-
trolled by migration regimes and the Swedish Migration Agency. Manag-
ers use interpretative resources from two sets of repertoires: one empha-
sises the natural logic of how risks and profits are distributed, and the 
other engages with a critique of the social or institutional embeddedness 
of production, such as current migration policies. 

Discourses of economy – pricing, 
valuation, and moral evaluations
So far in this chapter I have discussed how managers relate to working 
conditions in the wild berry industry, which I then analyse as a central 
aspect of how the economy of wild berries operates. Working conditions 
need to be included as part of the analysis of the economy in order to 
understand how labour is situated at the centre of production (Harvey 
2000; Selwyn 2012). In the following section, I explore how managers talk 
about the way the economy is made up with regards to pricing and the 
valuation of the product. I discuss how managers describe the processes 
of pricing, and which dimensions of such practices of evaluation they in-
clude in their descriptions (Sayer 2005a). 
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Is the price right? Nature and supply chain compromise 
The salaries that migrant pickers make, beyond what is stated in collective 
agreements, is dependent on how much they are paid for every kilogram 
of berries they deliver to the berry companies. The berry companies, in 
their turn, get a set price from the distributor. Talking to Jane about the 
worries of uncontrolled migration in the berry industry, I asked how this 
affected the prices:

Karin: And prices, if there are too many pickers…
Jane: Can go down, but that’s not for sure. It also depends on the 
weather and the growth, and how much is already in the supplies. 

Jane confirmed that the price of berries was related to the supply of work-
ers, but also to forces such as the weather and how much harvest was left 
in the distributor’s storehouses from previous years. Temperatures and 
rainfall were very common topics of conversations with managers before 
the berry season started and they all had access to predictions on what 
the year would deliver. The prices of the berries go up and down during a 
season and between the years. Cloudberries flower until late June, which 
marks the beginning of the harvest season in the north of Sweden for 
many migrant berry pickers. There is often an overlap with the season 
for blueberries, which has a start date that can vary from mid-July to the 
end of August. The flowers of cloudberries and blueberries are sensitive 
to frost, and temperatures below freezing often decrease the production 
substantially. Lingonberry flowers are also sensitive to low temperatures, 
but the berries ripen in late August and survive low temperatures during 
September, when some pickers remain in Sweden. The normal stay for 
Thai berry pickers is around two months.

During my fieldwork I followed the managers as they planned for the 
different outcomes of nature’s production of berries: How much for a 
kilogram of blueberries in the late weeks of July? What about prices if the 
south had a very small volume of blueberries due to a dry summer, but the 
weather had been particularly good in the north? How bad was the har-
vest of cloudberries and could it be compensated for by the rich growth 
of lingonberries later in the summer and thus prevent berry companies 
from losing money? 

The free movers painted their prices on large signs by the stands that 
they set up by the gravel roads or in the villages. The berry companies 
instead communicated prices to the pickers through staff at the different 
camps, or by word of mouth. Although nature was sometimes blamed 
as the main agent in terms of pricing berries, depending on growth in 
the forests, the pricing was also talked about as an important practice 
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of negotiation, of relational work within the supply chain (Zelizer 2011). 
I visited John’s berry company during my fieldwork and sat on a chair 
in the corner of John’s small office, where there was wooden panelling 
on the wall, no windows, and shelves crammed with boxes. While John 
was on the ‘phone he walked around the room and pulled out maps and 
folders from the shelves. The documents were notes about prices and 
the amount of berries different groups of pickers had managed to col-
lect during the first three weeks of the season. The decisions that John 
needed to make concerned information from his staff that some pickers 
in an area 300 km south of where we were now sitting had heard that 
another berry company had raised their prices. John said that he would 
get right to it and called his old partners at a distributor company. They 
confirmed that the blueberry harvest was not looking as good as they had 
hoped, and that they had raised prices by one krona, and would probably 
raise it more within the following days. ‘That’s what I’ve been saying all 
along’, John said out after hanging up the ‘phone. The berries were turn-
ing out to be very small in most parts of the northern berry region and it 
wouldn’t work out to keep the prices at such a low level. John picked up 
the ‘phone again to call his current distributor company and they agreed 
to follow the price. After he hung up, John told me that he was very happy 
to have an agreement to sell the berries to this specific company. ‘They 
try to understand’, he said. His pickers needed to get reasonably paid for 
the berries they picked or they might lose their motivation so early in the 
season, he explained to me. ‘But there are a lot of pickers in the area this 
year’, he said. ‘That makes it more difficult than it should be to ask for 
raised prices’.

Although John uses resources that concern nature in his argument, 
such as set facts about the forests’ berry production, the price is also de-
termined within the social and cultural framework of how the industry 
is organised, including the particular supply chain his company is part 
of. In John’s account, as well as in my interviews with other berry entre-
preneurs, there is however a silence regarding how berry companies, and 
their profits and margins, may affect the workers’ economic compensa-
tion. Speaking generally about the distributing companies, John said:

John: They should just pay more for the berries, perhaps prices have to 
be raised [for consumers], if that’s how it needs to be. Look at what hap-
pened when the prices of lingonberries went down and people stopped 
picking them for other than their own needs. It didn’t work out for them 
anymore. If we can’t pick the berries here, they take berries from the 
Ukraine. It is not the same though, the northern berries are very desira-
ble. But it has to do with supply and demand.
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John explained that the low prices of berries might demotivate migrant 
berry pickers to do a good job, and in this later quote the low prices are 
also presented as a problem in relation to the threat of losing workers. 
The references to history that John uses act as a way of emphasising how 
there is a limit to the price of labour and what migrant workers consider 
legitimate. The interpretative resources John used serve as a way of as-
cribing the berries a higher value by referring to what would be consid-
ered a fair and just price from the perspective of the berry pickers. There 
is a conflict between setting the price of berries in relation to nature or 
setting it in relation to the power of distributors in the supply chain, and 
valuating the berries in relation to the value the work invested in harvest-
ing them. This relational aspect is interesting to analyse, and in the next 
section I thus discuss how the migrant worker is positioned as a part of 
the economy of wild berries.

Migrants’ bargaining power and transnational practices
The times when distributing companies raised prices often seemed to 
follow a bargaining process within the supply chain. In the situation de-
scribed above, when John was on the ‘phone with different actors, the 
bargaining started with complaints from Thai berry pickers. In John’s ac-
count, the bargaining power of the migrant pickers is strengthened by 
their potential boycott of berry picking and indicates a potential critical 
point at which the pickers might decide that travelling to Sweden for two 
months would not be worthwhile. The migrants were talked about as ac-
tive agents in the bargaining over working conditions and berry prices. In 
this interpretative repertoire, the workers’ compliance with the economy 
of berries was at the centre of management’s setting of reasonable, or 
moral, prices.

Kim: Well, you know, the information travels. Suddenly the pickers are 
saying that [name of other berry company]’s pickers are getting more 
for their berries. So then they heard this from their relatives who met 
the families of the other pickers at a market place in Chaiaphum. And 
they tell each other how much they get for berries and they pass on the 
information over the ‘phone. 

Describing how information travels invokes the notion of berry picking as 
an activity that is in fact not only located in Sweden but connects with ac-
tivities elsewhere. In this quote, Kim talks about the transnational space 
that migrants are in, with the community being split between Thailand 
and Sweden for a few months, as an important dimension of how, and 
why, they might act on their conviction that prices are too low. 
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Kim identifies the point at which workers’ move from adhering to the 
conditions to actively disputing them as being dependent on the relations 
between Thai workers. Kim argues that the workers consider the price 
unfair if others get more. John explains it in a similar way in relation to 
the potential introduction of taxation on berry income:

John: This year again, we are talking about the demands of having a 
wing16 in Sweden.
Karin: Yes, what we talked about earlier...
John: This would mean that they all have to pay tax. If this happened no 
one would come, not with [name of recruitment company]. The pickers 
would protest. They would get less money than the people from the 
neighbouring village that go with tourist visas. But we don’t know what 
is going to happen. 

The description of protests among berry pickers as being triggered by 
the difference between Thai migrant workers can be analysed using the 
managers’ perceptions of what matters to the workers. These perceptions 
of how migrant workers think and feel are crucial to the discourse of a 
moral economy in which migrants receive what is reasonable, and are 
constructed as an objective measure. In managers’ talk, workers do not 
need to intervene in the process of pricing because of any moral failures 
of the industry, but because of their desire to be equal to people in neigh-
bouring Thai villages. 

In John’s quote, consider also the bargaining power the migrant work-
ers are said to inhabit if they were to protest. Beside the threat of leaving 
the transnational wild berry industry altogether, migrant protests were 
central to management discourses on compliance and non-adherence. 
The berry company manager B-G, whom I interviewed over the ‘phone in 
2011, addressed the changing regulations of the industry:

B-G: The pickers have a lot of power on how the whole industry is 
portrayed…
Karin: How do you mean?
B-G: They have a protest culture. You know what you do when there is 
something you aren’t satisfied about in Thailand? You draw a sign and 
head out to the streets.

During the years prior to 2011, Sweden had seen several protests among 
groups of Thai berry pickers; marching, occupying company buildings, or 
gathering outside municipal headquarters. In these situations, protests 

16   A corporate office in Sweden that may oblige them to pay employer fees and taxes
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are likely to be used as a strategy to change working conditions and the 
status quo. Talking about the protests as part of a culture gives these acts 
a meaning relative to that culture. The protests need to be considered in a 
Thai cultural context where they would perhaps not be as acute and criti-
cal as they are in the Swedish culture. B-G uses interpretative resources of 
cultures as being inherently different to describe the transnational space 
of the berry industry. As Thai workers’ actions need to be understood in 
a specific cultural context, the Swedish reactions to their protests reflect 
an inadequate translation between the Thai culture and a Swedish cul-
ture that views the protests as disproportionate and illegitimate. In other 
words, according to B-G’s construction of a cultural context, the migrant 
feelings of injustice are not as severe as they might seem. 

Emotions were important in the managers’ descriptions of how fair 
and unfair conditions could be evaluated. During the interview with Kim 
we talked about price of berries:

Kim: The price for lingonberries was 10 krona – that’s not much at all. 
I feel awful; really, it’s not reasonable that they should be picking for 
this little money. The distributors set the price. And I can’t look [the 
pickers] in the eye.

In this quote, the emotional dimension of a moral economy is brought 
to the fore. Price, in this quote, entails something else than just the dis-
cursive notions of right and wrong in relation to market logic or to sup-
ply and demand. Kim explains how the low price of lingonberries brings 
about a particular way of feeling: awful. These emotions are not directed 
towards the berry company or the business, but generated in relation to 
the migrants’ situation. Unable to look them in the eye, Kim expresses 
shame or guilt in relation to the price that migrant berry pickers are paid 
for the berries they have collected. In this quote, Kim does not mention 
the weather conditions or the size of berries as explanations of the logic 
to pricing, and instead addresses an embodied feeling of right and wrong 
in relation to how prices are established in the industry. The price, 10 
krona for the lingonberries, is evaluated in relation to an empathy with 
the migrant pickers, although Kim’s quote does not reveal exactly which 
aspects are considered when the boundary between the legitimate and 
the shameful is drawn. Yet Kim’s feelings of shame and guilt also indicate 
a distancing from the responsibility for both the situation and the price. 
These complex dimensions of how an amoral situation is portrayed can 
be understood as an affective practice (Wetherell 2012: 52) in which com-
plex notions of empathy and understanding of migrant situations, as well 
as the distancing from responsibility, are established. The ways in which 
Kim describes a moral boundary that has been crossed is important for 
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how we can understand the negotiations in management discourse and 
the justification of certain conditions in the berry industry.

Management constructions of 
migrants and their morals
So far, I have discussed how managers talk about themselves and their 
practices in relation to the supply chain structure of the berry industry, 
and how they position themselves as moral and responsible subjects by 
describing their consideration for the wellbeing of Thai berry pickers. I 
have also discussed how managers talk about the practice of picking ber-
ries in relation to nature, or in relation to the organisation of an industry, 
and how this kind of talk positions migrant workers differently in relation 
to freedom, autonomy, and competition. In the following sections I ana-
lyse management talk that specifically addresses migrants and the morals 
that guide their practices. I also discuss how we can think critically about 
the managers’ perceptions of migrants, and which migrant voices and al-
ternative discourses provide the basis for such analyses.

Respectability and fortune
In the interviews, managers often addressed what they saw as a dominant 
public image of Thai berry pickers as (over) exploited and oppressed, ar-
guing that this image gave a false impression of the actual conditions. 
Central to the interpretative resources they used to counter these images 
were the migrant berry pickers’ agency, freedom, and compliance. One 
interpretative repertoire of Thai migrants and their relation to picking 
berries in Sweden represented the migrants as moral subjects with re-
spectable trajectories.

Rene: When we go to visit them, sometimes they come running with big 
smiles saying that they want to go [to Sweden again] – that they were 
able buy land or a combine harvester. One man built a house and put the 
horns of a moose from Skellefteå outside. You get moved by that. We 
want people who contribute with something.

A sense of intimate affection between the berry company and the migrant 
berry picker is conveyed in Rene’s account. The horns of a moose from 
Skellefteå, a town in the north of Sweden, are talked about as a symbol of 
pride, which the berry picker in the story associates with the place where 
he achieved his success and saved the capital to build a house. This pride 
touches Rene who, in this quote, expresses the transnational intercon-
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nectedness as warm and rewarding. The migrants who ‘contribute with 
something’ are acknowledged as deserving in terms of the upward mobil-
ity that the seasonal work in Sweden has given them. 

The interpretative resources of deserving and respectable migrant 
subjects have changed from managers’ everyday experiences to being 
published in public arenas. I have read these types of accounts in news-
paper articles and on websites. As mentioned in the previous chapter, 
the distributor companies have accepted greater social responsibility in 
the industry during recent years. As I researched their websites in 2014, 
I observed how one berry distributor had published an article titled ‘Our 
Pickers’, in which migrant incentives were described:

They often use the money they earn in Sweden to invest in their farms 
and expand their livelihood, to pay for their children’s school or to build 
a house. 

The image of Thai berry pickers who travel abroad to build better lives 
for themselves and their families at home aligns itself with discourses of 
migration and development and the win–win–win situation of circular 
migration that benefits the migrants, the sending state, and the receiving 
state (Triandafyllidou et al. 2013). This image also serves as a way of cul-
tivating a rational migrant subject who invests in hard seasonal labour in 
Sweden to gain more for their own future or for their children’s future. 
This lends the organisation of the berry industry, with its dependency 
on seasonal migrants, a moral framework in which all parties experience 
gains in knowledge, predictability, and control in relation to the choices 
they make. In political terms, the notion of the deserving migrant there-
fore addresses a perceived threat of increased burdens of state regulation 
on the industry. Within the interpretative repertoire of rational and de-
serving migrant workers such regulations would be disqualified and seen 
instead as government actions intended to wipe out their opportunities 
for gaining a better life. 

The managers often talked about the rationality of the migrant berry 
pickers in relation to their return to Sweden. On their website, one berry 
company described how the industry had been characterised by tragic 
incidents of exploitation in previous years, but added: ‘But to be fair many 
return year after year’. Similarly, Mannie said during our interview:

And about people getting cheated – they don’t get cheated every year! 
You don’t return if you were cheated. That doesn’t get through in the 
media.
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The almost exact phrase recurred in the interviews with several of the 
managers, illustrating a dominant interpretative repertoire of migrant 
choice. What is most interesting here is not how representative these in-
centives for investment are to the whole group of berry pickers, or wheth-
er the choice of many berry pickers to return is really indicative of free 
choice and rational decisions. Indeed, many Thai berry pickers say that 
they have experienced an upward social mobility (Hedberg 2013: 70). The 
analytical focus here is on why the articulation of the migrant workers as 
rational agents appears to be so dominant in management discourse, and 
whether we can think about their decisions and freedom in other ways.

Management discourse does not convey any other incentives and 
trajectories other than the investment in education, houses, or farming 
equipment, and there was a general silence in the management talk that I 
collected about any variations. However, in my conversations with berry 
pickers during the fieldwork, they described a variety of life situations. 
One older man had just gone through a divorce that had ‘cost him many 
things’, and another man wanted to repay his gambling debts. These mo-
tives do not fit into the interpretative repertoire of seasonal migration 
as thoughtful calculations of future investments, and these men would 
not be likely to fit into the discourse of respectable migrant subjects. The 
interpretative repertoire of migrants’ rationality rests upon the selection 
of certain migrant subjects as representative in a management discourse.

When we analyse the economic context when people in Thailand apply 
for, or accept, a place at one of the recruitment agencies, the expectations 
of economic transactions are also part of a relational package (Zelizer 
2011). When calculations of actual profits are not available, these expec-
tations leave room for social aspirations to weigh heavily on the decisions 
of migrants (de Haas 2014). When managers use the return migration as 
an interpretative resource that proves the moral character of the indus-
try, they also construct experience as factual and as unquestionable knowl-
edge on which to base rational decisions. The conceptual framework of a 
moral economy, however, allows for an analysis of economic choices, be-
haviour, and feelings that are not rational in any one-dimensional sense. 
The choice to return to Sweden each year may not be indicative of an 
experience from previous seasons that proves the value of seasonal labour. 
This is mirrored by some migrant voices from my fieldwork, like Pam who 
explained what she thought about coming to Sweden to pick berries:

Pam: I was here last year with big company. But then I didn’t make 
money. So now I try again. It is hard, very small berries. I don’t know if I 
get money this year.
Karin: So what about next year? Will you be back?
Pam: Yes. [laughs] And all years after that. 
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Success stories also build up a social fantasy around berry picking in Scan-
dinavia. I interviewed Pravat who had himself picked berries in Sweden 
every year for 20 years, until a couple of years ago when he was employed 
as a work leader. 

Pravat: Berry picking changed my life.
Karin: What did it change?
Pravat: Everything. Before I was nobody but after I started going to 
Sweden everybody knows me and everybody wants to be my relative.

Pravat’s story is representative of an elite group of pickers, although most 
pickers do not leave Sweden with life-changing sums of money. Because 
of the minimum salary there is now less risk for the berry pickers to re-
turn home in debt. However, the minimum salary does not leave much 
after all expenses have been paid, and to return home with a profit is 
far from given. The profit depends on the ability to pick more berries 
than the minimum requirement (Hedberg 2013: 67). The fantasies and 
social aspirations for an experience like Pravat’s are likely to affect the 
economic calculations of whether it is worth going to Sweden during the 
berry season. Most berry company managers that I interviewed declared 
how they wanted the correct information about the difficulties of picking 
berries to be communicated to the migrant pickers before they signed up. 
Pravat is now the work leader at a Thai recruitment company. The power 
of his story is likely to affect how information is perceived among poten-
tial migrant pickers in Thailand. 

The managers’ perceptions of migrant experience as a guarantee of 
rationality aligns with expert discourse on transnational migration. In her 
study of the role of labour in the global commodity chain of the berry 
industry, Hedberg makes a point about discussions on migrant opportu-
nities vis-à-vis hyper-exploitation:

Also, if we reject the idea of berry pickers as ignorant and poorly edu-
cated and instead think of them as knowledgeable subjects, it appears 
unreasonable that they would return year after year without profiting 
from berry picking. This is supported by the ILO (2008:4), which states 
that even though the workers suffer ‘labour exploitation … most regulat-
ed migrant returnees do not have negative experiences of their overseas 
employment in Europe. (Hedberg, 2013: 70)

Although I am not questioning the conclusions of Hedberg in this quote, 
the question of consent between the actors of transnational labour re-
lations does not necessarily contribute to an understanding of how this 
consent is constituted. Unlike ethnographic research on migrant expe-
riences, I have not mapped how migrants express their motivations. In-
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stead, I study the representations of migrant workers’ rationalities and 
intentions, and I argue that the ways in which these are expressed in the 
dominant management discourses are important in order to understand 
the establishment of labour conditions and economic compensation as 
legitimate. The one-dimensional perspective on consent and migrant 
choice lends the seasonal berry industry a moral character, which is also 
supported through migration discourse in research and expert language. 
The analysis of interpretative repertoires of migrant consent that manag-
ers consistently propose, and how these align with expert discourse, are 
central findings for understanding the political role that employers and 
capital may have in the design of migration policy.

These analyses illustrate that it is not only the institutional settings 
of labour markets and migration regulations that are subject to manage-
ment. The ways in which migrant choices and motivations are represented 
and recur in management discourse also constitute dimensions of man-
agement practices as political acts. In this political context, the image is 
presented of a specific migrant subject that fits a moral arrangement of 
transnational migration. This image also addresses conflicts about the 
hard labour of picking berries and how migrant workers perceive this la-
bour. I discuss this in the next section.

Hard work as disposition 
When talking about the labour of picking berries, there were inconsist-
encies and contradictions in how the managers described picking berries 
as ‘hard work’. In the context of recruiting migrant workers in Thailand, 
John explained why it was important to acknowledge the work as hard:

John: Some find us and we find some of them. We have to make sure 
that they can do the job. We try to not take a lot of new people. We 
had problems [two years ago] and we tried to explain to them what the 
work would be like, that they had to pack their lunch every day. But they 
didn’t understand how hard work it would be.
Karin: So it is heavy work…
John: Yes, it is, it’s really hard. But like, Swedish people, old people used 
to do it.

According to John, to make sure that he did not recruit people who would 
not be prepared for the hard labour, this acknowledgement was neces-
sary. The hard work was however justified in relation to how old people in 
Sweden used to do it, thus defining it as a reasonable type of labour. Work 
was also described as being less hard for the Thai workers:
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Kim: It is very much like cutting sugar canes. You work bent down like 
this. And they are used to working hard. This is like nothing to them. 

Kim describes the work of picking berries as less hard by using interpreta-
tive resources of the fundamental characteristics of Thai working bodies. 
The quote illustrates the intersections of race and embodied labour. Cut-
ting sugar cane is represented as part of everyday life for the Thai work-
ers, and working ‘bent down’ is considered to be an embodied asset in 
relation to picking berries. In the management discourse, the disposition 
for hard labour refers to a naturalness of this type of labour for certain 
types of physique. 

Karin: So, why does it work better with the Thai?
Rene: Because they are used to working hard, they are hard-working 
people.

In this quote, the reference to ‘working hard’ is used by managers specifi-
cally to play down the effort of picking berries for the Thai berry pickers. 
This in turn justifies the tough conditions of their work in the berry for-
est. The social constructs of, and associations with, race, class, and labour 
therefore also hide the actual labour in management discourse, obscuring 
both the efforts and sacrifices that constitute this labour, and the specific 
aspects of the labour that are hard, and those that are not. 

Management talk also included other interpretative resources that re-
ferred to race, as the informants talked about Thai people as particularly 
well-suited for berry picking:

Mannie: […] They are short. They can pick fast from the ground. It 
would be difficult for a big Swedish guy to do it like that.

Hedberg (2013) noted similar racialised representations in her research 
on the Swedish berry industry. Racialisation of Thai migrant berry pickers 
in employers’ descriptions also mirror processes that have been docu-
mented in previous research on migrant work in agriculture and other 
manual labour. In a study on agricultural work in Canada, Kelly Preibisch 
(2010: 420) shows how employers portray Thai workers as hard-working 
people with a respect for authority that makes them compliant workers. 
Preibisch connects such characterisation with how temporary migrant 
worker programs open up possibilities for employers to make more dif-
ferentiated choices, often with references to ethnicity or nationality, and 
regarding characteristics and behaviour of their workers (2010). With 
regards to interpretative repertoires among Swedish managers in berry 
companies, the context of temporary transnational work seemed to legit-
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imise interpretative resources that reference race, such as the notions of 
embodied labour and essentialised characteristics of Thai workers. The 
managers talked about these racial aspects of Thai labour in relation to 
their explanations of why Thai workers perform this type of job in Swe-
den. The interpretative repertoire constructed hard work as a disposition 
that felt different to different groups of people and, particularly, felt less 
hard for the Thai berry pickers. In the next section I continue this dis-
cussion, but shift focus and explore alternative accounts that allow us to 
discuss the ways in which managers talked about berry picking and the 
disposition of hard-working Thai migrants.

Analysing the legitimacy of hard work
The moral economy of the very hard physical labour of berry picking, 
which most managers acknowledged and justified using interpretative re-
sources of race or embodied labour and class, can be analysed in relation 
to different interpretations of hard work that I encountered on the field. 
The experience of hard work was evaluated by how it was felt subjectively 
by those who performed it. I will not prove that the management justifi-
cations of the hard labour and the compensation are wrong by invoking 
accounts that are ‘more true’. I will instead discuss how these evalua-
tions can be critically analysed without passing a normative judgement 
on the experience. By pointing out alternative interpretative resources 
that could be used in order to explain how picking berries feels, my aim 
is to show how the interpretative repertoire, in which the hard labour of 
picking berries is legitimate, is composed. The ethnographic fieldwork 
and the field notes of this study are key for me to provide such alternative 
discourses in this section. 

During my fieldwork I was invited by a group of pickers to join them in 
the forest the following day. It was already 11 pm and I needed to drive al-
most an hour to fill up with fuel to be sure that I would have enough to get 
there with my own car, since their truck, like all the trucks, was already 
filled. I met up with the group at the camp at 4 am. They had asked me the 
night before if this time would suit me, and I tried my best to emphasise 
that anything was fine with me. One of the people at the camp translated 
our arrangement, since none of the pickers who invited me spoke much 
English, although they all knew a little. We drove for an hour before we 
reached the mountains and continued to drive for at least another half an 
hour. I was afraid that my old car was going to break down as the chassis 
constantly hit rocks and branches on the gravel roads that sometimes 
seemed to disappear in the undergrowth in front of me, only to appear 
again after a few meters. I lost sight of their truck a number of times, even 
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though I knew that Thep, the work leader who was also the driver, slowed 
down for my sake. I was stressed about taking a wrong turn since my 
‘phone and GPS did not work up there, and I had no idea how to get back, 
but I was even more stressed about slowing the others down. We stopped, 
and Thep, who had been to Sweden for many summers, walked into the 
forest to look for berries. After about four stops he found a good spot by a 
clear-felled area on a deep slope. The group made a fire and heated a stew 
they brought with them from the camp. After some coffee we all walked 
up the slope. I felt confused about the directions and I was concentrat-
ing so hard to pick berries that I continually lost track of the others. But 
they seemed to keep track of me and there was always someone calling 
me when the group changed direction. As the blueberry bushes became 
sparser we carried the heavy sacks back to the car to continue to anoth-
er part of the forest nearby. By lunchtime I was so tired that I could no 
longer see any blueberries. I tried to pretend that I was still picking and 
I sat down on rocks and tree trunks that were out of sight of the others. 

The group decided to go back at about 6 pm. I was later told by a per-
son back at the camp that they had actually finished earlier for my sake, 
which made me feel guilty. Whan, the only female picker in the group, 
asked if she could travel back with me in my car and I was happy that 
she wanted to. Whan knew a little English and asked me if I was tired. I 
told her that I was. With the help of body language and some key words 
in English Whan wanted to explain to me what she did back in Thailand 
– she cleaned fish, she worked in the fields, and she worked in a kitchen. 
After some time in the car, she borrowed my ‘phone and called up a rela-
tive who lived in Stockholm. The relative knew good Swedish and wanted 
to translate some things. ‘Whan wants you to know that she works very 
hard in Thailand’, she said. 

An analysis of these field notes should not be understood as an at-
tempt to describe and account for the labour process. Yet my apparent 
exhaustion in the forest after picking berries for just half a day, trying to 
keep up with the others, opened up a situation in which the feelings of 
hard labour could be addressed. Whan made an effort to tell me that she 
was used to working hard and that the conditions of work here in Sweden 
were not exceptional to her. Whan did not say that picking berries in Swe-
den was easy, but she did point out that working hard during the season in 
Sweden could not be understood in isolation from her everyday struggles 
in Thailand. Rather than using interpretative resources emphasising that 
it was easy in Sweden, the emphasis was on the overall difficulty.

Although Whan, like the Swedish managers I interviewed, described 
the continuity of hard work between Thailand and Sweden, which also 
explained why Whan handled the work better than I, there are also dif-
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ferences in how the legitimacy of this hard work is constructed. Whan’s 
intervention to explain the continuity of hard labour was not expressed 
within an interpretative repertoire of justification in relation to why Thai 
workers should do this job. Whan’s intervention instead implicitly used 
interpretative resources of global inequality in order to define the mean-
ing of hard work in Sweden. Both her work in Thailand and Sweden felt 
hard. A different quote by a woman returning to the camp to weigh her 
berries illustrates the continuity of hard work: ’Work, work, work in Swe-
den. Work, work, work in Thailand.’ she said as she gave me a tired smile. 
The management discourse expresses the feelings of picking berries ex-
perienced by Thai berry pickers as something that cannot be compared 
to what they, or I, or any other Swedish person would feel. The legitimacy 
of how berry picking is organised is based on this differentiation, which, 
in the interpretative repertoires pointed out in this chapter, rest upon the 
notions of race and embodied transnational inequalities. The moral econ-
omy of wild berries in Sweden, therefore, rests upon the premise that the 
differences between Thai and Swedish experiences cannot be compared.

Thai culture in the camps
Describing the ‘Moral Economy of the Peasant’ in his classic study of pro-
tests and rebellion in South-East Asia, James Scott emphasises how ‘ex-
ploitation and rebellion are not just a problem of calories and income but 
of peasant conceptions of social justice, of rights and obligations, of reci-
procity.’ (Scott 1976: vii). Scott’s approach to the study of moral economy 
differs from this study, since my aim is not to understand what matters 
most to temporary migrant workers in Sweden. However, the Swedish 
managers often talked about the importance of understanding the culture 
of their Thai pickers and thus avoid the possibility of them protesting in 
public or abandoning the industry. Therefore, this recognition of the mi-
grants’ cultural considerations is important. 

Managers emphasised the importance to have Thai staff present in 
Sweden to take care of administration, communication between the pick-
ers and the berry company, cooking, and other services that were neces-
sary in the camp areas. 

Kim: We need people who can interpret…but not just the language, also 
what the pickers really want.

Kim’s quote suggests that it is difficult for the Swedish berry companies 
to understand what Thai pickers really want and how they become de-
pendent on cultural brokers. To keep the pickers content could entail 
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many different things. Rene explained to me that the recruitment com-
pany had evaluated whether their pickers liked the food and the living 
arrangements in Sweden. 

Rene: They are very picky about what they eat, this is what we have 
discovered after so many years in the business. The kitchen staff is very 
important. This is another reason why so many pickers choose to go 
with us every year, because we have a good reputation with the food. 

Rene explained that groceries and ingredients were often brought from 
Thailand in order to meet the pickers’ requests for local food. Thai cul-
ture was talked about as foreign and separate from the Swedish way of 
thinking and acting. Thai culture was not portrayed as inferior to Swed-
ish culture; the differences were instead identified in practical terms in 
relation to the problems of production and efficiency that needed to be 
overcome by intercultural competencies within the supply chain. When 
talking about health issues, however, the managers presented the culture 
of the Thai pickers as problematic.

Kim: They always go to the doctors, for everything, they trust doctors 
but they want to go too often. I mean, we don’t have that kind of system 
in Sweden. 

Mannie: They get nervous and they want a pill. In Thailand the doctor is….
well, it’s an authority and they want to go even if they have a small cold. 

The managers described the culture of their Thai workers with confi-
dence and with expertise.

Kim: Have you been to Thailand?
Karin: No.
Kim: No? Well, we go there every year, sometimes twice. We have been 
travelling everywhere and we have many friends there now that we visit 
– it’s like a second home. 

John: Well, I have a house there. We have a lot of business meetings and 
prepare for the season. Last year we invited the distributors, showed 
them around and visited our old pickers. 

The interpretative resources of describing what it is like being in Thailand, 
knowing the country, and spending time there acts as a way for managers 
to place themselves as insiders to the Thai culture. This experience cre-
ates an interpretative repertoire of intimacy and understanding between 
themselves and the Thai pickers. Although the managers talk about how 
they need cultural brokers and other staff, they present their positions as 
managers as having an overview of the cultural differences and the po-
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tential effects of those differences. The managers also used interpretative 
resources when they emphasised how they had gained their knowledge of 
Thai culture. This served as an important component for how they talked 
about transnational arrangements in the berry industry and the justifica-
tion of these arrangements. I discuss their notions of cultural knowledge 
in the following section.

Migration control and circularity – 
constructing the perfect match
In this section I analyse how managers talk about the transnational di-
mensions of berry picking. This has consequences for the dimensions of 
the moral economy that concern belonging, and how the Thai workers are 
situated in relation to the Swedish labour market and in relation to their 
national identity. I discuss how the workers’ activities in Thailand and 
Sweden are connected in the interpretative repertoires of managers, and 
how the boundaries of their visits to Sweden are not seen as problematic. 
The image of these visits is however complicated through an analysis of 
how managers also talk about monitoring and controlling access to ter-
ritory, which targets berry pickers as workers who do not belong without 
conditions. Furthermore, I discuss how managers talk about the practices 
of regulating workers’ mobility, and how these regulations have a gen-
dered dimension.

What migrants do – continuity of farming 
The image of the Thai migrant worker as being a farmer in Thailand rep-
resents a central node in the interpretative repertoire of a moral economy 
of circular migration and temporary work. In arenas where a background 
to the phenomenon of Thai migrant work in the Swedish berry industry 
is needed, for instance on berry companies’ and distributors’ websites, in 
media interviews and newspaper articles, as well as in scientific reports 
and research, the group is almost exclusively presented as rice farmers 
from the northern regions of Thailand. Despite the lack of any larger 
surveys it seems fair to assume that rice farmers represent the majority 
of Thai berry pickers who arrive in Sweden. During my research, I came 
across many alternative ways of describing how people made a living in 
Thailand, like Whan, whom I quoted earlier, with no main profession or 
occupation but with a strong work identity. Several of the pickers I talked 
to worked in a broad range of occupations, from professional Thai boxing 
to manufacturing. When describing individual pickers, newspaper arti-
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cles have also one few occasions presented alternative economic iden-
tities such as small shop owners or service workers. Being interested in 
how managers talk about the migrant workers, the silence about these al-
ternative identities in the generalised presentations could have a value of 
interest in its own right. However, in this analysis this silence has mainly 
acted as a starting point for thinking about why the image of the Thai 
farmer represents such an important resource in the explanation of why 
Thai people pick berries in Swedish forests during the summer. There are 
good reasons not to account for every kind of phenomenon when wanting 
to create a comprehensible image of the group of Thai berry pickers for a 
Swedish audience or for the media or for scientific reports. However, the 
critical analysis is not dependent on observing and accounting for these 
variations. The image of Thai migrant farmers is expressed within an in-
terpretative repertoire of how their labour, work, and lifestyle in Thailand 
is connected to, and justifies, certain labour and lifestyles in Sweden. In 
the descriptions of transnational work between Thailand and Sweden, 
the seasons of farming are used in order to define the natural flow and 
rhythm of this migration. Presenting ‘our pickers’ on the website, a dis-
tributor company wrote: ‘Many of the pickers would be unemployed this 
time of year’. Kim explained a similar system:

Kim: It’s perfect for the pickers to come here now [during the summer]. 
Because they have sown the crop and now they just have to wait for the 
harvest season to begin.

The image of farmers who ‘just have to wait for the harvest season to be-
gin’ identifies the time they spend in Sweden as the alternative to a period 
in Thailand without an income and with nothing to do. This develops an 
interpretative repertoire of a perfect match between the Swedish berry 
industry and the Thai migrant who has little to lose when choosing to join 
a recruitment company and travel to Sweden. This perfect match also 
makes an argument for the important role of Thai workers in Sweden. 
Discussing the ways in which the industry is not valued by the Swedish 
state and the threats to the current arrangements of temporary Thai la-
bour, Rene said:

Rene: You can see a fantastic natural resource rotting away in the 
forests when you fly above them in a helicopter. And the Thai people are 
just waiting to be allowed to pick it up.

Picking berries in Sweden is represented as an activity that fills a void in 
the working year for the Thai berry pickers and provides them with conti-
nuity for ‘making a living’– the Thai people are just waiting to be allowed 
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to pick the berries. I understand these descriptions as part of the moral 
negotiations on both the value of berry picking and what the berry pickers 
are economically compensated for. The strategies to find seasonal work 
in relation to sowing and harvesting may be a traditional part of the live-
lihood in the northern regions of Thailand, similar to Vertovec’s obser-
vations of circular migration as a common transnational strategy (2007). 
These traditions are referred to by managers and used as interpretative 
resources to develop an account of the supply chain capitalism of wild 
berries in Sweden. Rather than representing the supply chain in terms of 
recent arrangements between corporations to mobilise labour through 
recruitment, administration, control, and discipline, the arrangement is 
characterised as natural and traditional. The moral economy of circular 
migration in the berry industry, and the value of the labour of berry pick-
ing, is therefore determined with reference to the migrants’ lifestyles and 
traditions rather than through discussions of the systems of production, 
distribution, and compensation in supply chain capitalism. 

The boundaries of temporary migration
The work visas issued by the Swedish Migration Agency correspond to 
the length of the berry season – the Thai pickers stay in Sweden for two 
to three months. Although the majority of the pickers are men, it is not 
uncommon that their partners and families travel together to pick berries 
in the same work teams. The relatively short periods of working abroad 
allows many households to make arrangements for taking care of chil-
dren in Thailand, which is a factor in the evaluation of their mobility 
as being sustainable (Hedberg 2013). The temporary migration of berry 
pickers to Sweden does not include the same violent border controls that 
characterise some other programs internationally (see e.g. Hahamovitch 
2011). With the exception of a few media reports (SR 2011) there have 
been very few discussions in the media about migrant berry pickers who 
have overstayed their visas or have been deported from Sweden. When 
talking about the reform of labour migration policy, and the discussions 
this generated in Sweden concerning migrant rights, several managers 
argued that the berry industry was not representative of such debates.

Rene: They are not really labour migrants. I mean, they want to get 
back. They miss Thailand and they have their families back home. 

The managers talked about the length of stays in Sweden as naturally 
restricted by the life back home in Thailand, rather than by the migra-
tion regimes of Sweden. There were however also times when managers 
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expressed a more complex image around migrants’ compliance and the 
consensus on the boundaries of migration and settlement:

Kim: We want pickers who are here to pick berries, nothing else. That’s 
important for us, to know that. So we need to have more information 
[from the recruitment companies] that is clear. Because sometimes they 
bring people who shouldn’t be here.

Rene: Sometimes we can suspect that they did not choose to come here 
to pick berries, that has happened. 

John: Last year we had five of them pickers escaped from Arlanda air-
port when they arrived. 

These accounts refer to situations when managers need to acknowledge 
the lack of compliance of the arrangements for seasonal migration and 
short-term visas. The managers describe how the match between migrant 
practices and the season for picking berries requires active management 
by them or by the recruitment companies. Their descriptions contradict 
the presentations of complete compliance to, and consensus on, workers’ 
migration. These accounts further indicate a suspicion, which is ground-
ed in the separation of the ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ reasons that migrants can 
have in relation to their trip to Sweden. These suspicions legitimise the 
practices of control and surveillance among the managers.

In these accounts of right and wrong reasons, the managers also pres-
ent the image of an agreement between themselves and the workers con-
cerning the motives and intentions for travelling to Sweden; an agreement 
that extends beyond what the actual labour of picking berries includes. 
According to the quotes above, the pickers need to have the right reasons 
for coming to Sweden. Hence, managing temporary migrant workers rather 
than worker-citizens, extends the role of employers to monitor not only 
the labour process but also the workers’ motives for being in a country, 
and to establish these aspects of management as legitimate.

The managers also talk with confidence about the legitimacy of an 
agreement for the workers to be in Sweden for ‘the right reasons’, because 
of a migration regulation that corresponds to this temporary, limited time 
during which Thai pickers are allowed to stay in Sweden. While managers 
do not explicitly refer to the length of the visas or to the role of the Migra-
tion Agency, the description of migrants who escape from the airport for 
instance, as John described above, suggests a highly limited right for them 
to be in Sweden and a legitimacy to control the length of their stay. This 
institutional context of the temporary right to stay is however not used 
as an interpretative resource in the managers’ accounts. Instead, these 
institutional arrangements are played down, as managers such as Rene 
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object to labelling the Thai pickers as ‘labour migrants’. Applying tools 
from discourse psychology allows an analysis of the ambivalence in these 
constructions. The managers do not describe the berry pickers as a prob-
lematic group of migrants who need to be regulated by the state, although 
they draw on the legitimacy of such regulation in their own practices.

In accounts of the pickers, the temporary character of the their stay in 
Sweden is repeatedly presented as an independent and free choice relat-
ing to their everyday life in Thailand and to the practical, mutually bene-
ficial limits of the season. In relation to situations where control and sur-
veillance is needed, the managers do not use interpretative resources of 
migration regimes and the institutional context of citizenship, they pro-
pose right and wrong reasons for the workers to be in Sweden based on 
production, where the right reason to be in Sweden is to ‘pick berries and 
nothing else’. Alternative ways of thinking about the institutional context 
of migration regimes and production can be found in the conversations 
I had with the berry pickers. Several of the pickers I talked to said that 
they wished the berry season in Sweden was longer, so they could earn 
more money before it was time to return home. These accounts, although 
reflecting a ‘less than perfect’ image of the match between their time in 
Thailand and their time in Sweden, align with the notion of the seasons 
as the natural limits of the workers’ mobility. 

The idea of the perfect match is a powerful example of the win–win–
win situation of circular migration as a dominant public discourse (Ver-
tovec 2007) and lends a moral aura of consensus to the arrangements of 
the Swedish wild berry industry. Can we think about interpretative re-
sources that may complicate the ideal of a perfect match? Which types 
of institutional or economic situations must be imagined in order for the 
justifications of the arrangements to be analysed critically? Most of the 
male berry pickers I talked to had been working as guest workers in oth-
er countries, such as Dubai or Taiwan, for long periods of their lives. To 
them, the seasonal work in Sweden would perhaps not be the only alter-
native to filling a void in their labour in Thailand. Others also dreamed 
of working for a longer period of time in Sweden or in another European 
country:

Chati: My dream is to work in a factory here. But there are no factories. 
Only trees.

Pam: Perhaps if there was a bus I could get a job somewhere else…

Chati and Pam do not think of obstacles to working in Sweden around 
a migration regime with short-term work permits. These quotes instead 
refer to a spatial segregation of the berry pickers, which prevents them 
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from entering other labour markets in Sweden. This spatial segregation 
represents an exclusion that seems insurmountable when there is no 
transportation and there are long distances to travel. 

The critical analysis of the managers’ interpretative resources allows 
us to see how the migration regimes provide a stable backdrop to the 
interpretative repertoires of mutuality and moral arrangements. The 
regimes of citizenship and temporary permits do not need to be legiti-
mised or addressed explicitly as they are important institutional dimen-
sions of the arrangements in the industry. In this light, it becomes clear 
how dreams and hopes of alternative arrangements become difficult to 
express, or even imagine, in a way that challenges the image of a perfect 
match and mutuality between Thai workers and Swedish industry. The 
segregation of berry pickers in Sweden, which is partly addressed in the 
managers’ talk about the cultural differences and long working hours pre-
sented earlier in this chapter, constitutes a material aspect of the produc-
tion, and explains why certain interpretative repertoires become more 
prominent than others. Parreñas (2010) argues that questions generated 
by recent migration theories have not been adapted to explain the return 
regimes of circular labour migrants who have no intention of settling. 
‘Perhaps a more suitable analytic framework for documenting the settle-
ment of temporary migrants would be to look not at the extent of their 
integration but instead at their segregation in the host society’, Parreñas 
(2010: 320) suggests. The analysis of management discourses gives rise to 
new sets of questions concerning voluntary circularity, such as how mi-
gration is managed, not only in relation to migration policy and working 
conditions, but also in relation to migrants’ desires, and the delimitation 
of imagining other trajectories. 

Surveillance of femininities
As the managers discuss how they need more information from the re-
cruitment companies in order to prevent migrants who do not have the 
right intentions from coming, they view the potential disharmony be-
tween the migrants’ trajectories and the berry season as a flaw that can be 
corrected through more efficient selection, and through monitoring and 
control. In her research, Hedberg (2013, 2015) has also observed compre-
hensive strategies of surveillance among certain businesses in the berry 
industry. There was a gendered dimension to how the pickers were ob-
served, in relation to how they acted and dressed, which was mentioned 
by several managers and work leaders during my fieldwork. The surveil-
lance required managers to speak about which characteristics would in-
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crease their suspicions, and they identified certain feminine characteris-
tics as especially important:

Mannie: Certain women, all they want is a man. We had one who stood 
by the side of the road with a sign saying ‘I want Swedish man’. Then 
we had another one who was working the night shift if you know what I 
mean.

Feminist sociologist Nira Yuval-Davis has elaborated on intersectional 
understandings of how social categories such as gender, race, and class 
are mediated in relation to inclusion and exclusion from notions of na-
tional belonging. She argues that racialised notions of female sexuality 
and reproduction are central to the strategies and politics of such a be-
longing (Yuval-Davis 2011). The idea of Thai women as potential subjects, 
through marriage, of everyday life in Sweden, positions Thai female sex-
uality as something that needs to be policed, in this case by the employ-
ers. This also represents a common trope that has historically regulated 
gendered relations where working women are suspected of also selling 
sex (Scott 1988). Despite the silence about migration regimes in the man-
agement discourse on labour control, the imagined niche (Tsing 2012) of 
racialised femininity raises the possible threat of un-matching the har-
mony between migrant trajectories to return to Thailand and employers’ 
interests in labour discipline. 

The moral economy and public opinion
In summing up the analysis of how Swedish managers talk about Thai mi-
grant workers, I want to redirect attention towards the political context in 
which the specific discourses that I have presented so far are produced. I 
discuss who the managers address in the interpretative repertoires of fair 
conditions, the correct evaluation of hard labour, and the perfect match-
es of transnational contexts in the arrangements of circular migration. I 
also analyse how managers position themselves in the political context of 
migration management in relation to migrants.

Talking to the media
So far in the analyses of management talk, I have described how managers 
often speak back at an image of the wild berry industry using interpreta-
tive resources of freedom and independence to counter the descriptions 
of slave-labour or illegitimate exploitation of the migrant berry pickers. 
The moral economy that managers construct references these images, 
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and despite justifying an economy that others condemn as amoral, they 
use interpretative resources that address these images rhetorically.

Rene: Swedish people want to feel sorry for the Thai people. It’s this 
connection, after the tsunami and everything. But when it comes to 
Bulgarians or Ukrainians who were starving, then no one cared. That’s 
hypocrisy, I think. And the media portrays the Thai pickers as if they 
can’t take care of themselves. But they choose to come here year after 
year because it gives them a better life and because they are very good at 
picking berries. 

Rene is approaching the public interest in the Thai pickers as an expres-
sion of a public emotion in Sweden; a feeling of connection to and em-
pathy with Thai people. Rene presents this public emotion as misleading, 
causing Swedish people to want to feel sorry for the Thai pickers, and to 
actively look for certain kinds of stories. Others’ emotions of empathy are 
also presented as resting on illegitimate grounds, considering the lack of 
care and empathy for other nationalities such as Bulgarians and Ukraini-
ans. The interpretative resources that are used in this particular example 
reflect not only the manager’s personal convictions or their economic in-
terests, but also a broader discourse of the morality of temporary migrant 
labour in Sweden. 

I begin by discussing the presence of the media in relation to how 
managers talked to me and represented the migrant workers. In this re-
gard, the ethnographic context in which managers’ accounts were col-
lected matters. One day during my fieldwork, at one of the camps where I 
had stayed, I was in the kitchen helping the cook to clean the dishes from 
breakfast. We were alone in the camp, which was located in an old closed-
down school. In the late morning, a car drove into the overgrown school-
yard and two young Swedish men knocked on the door and stepped into 
the empty dining area. They introduced themselves as journalists from a 
local newspaper and they wanted to know more about the working and 
living conditions of the Thai berry pickers. I tried to step into the back-
ground behind the counter and continue with the dishes. When the cook 
didn’t understand their questions in English, the journalists turn to me 
and I felt awkward about my sudden ‘insider’ position. I told them that 
the English-speaking work leader was not around but that they could call 
the company headquarters. But at the headquarters people were busy. Ap-
parently there had been a meeting with union representatives and munic-
ipal authorities, and two interviews with media were already scheduled 
for that same afternoon. 

The berry pickers started arriving back at around 7 pm and the jour-
nalists returned. The Thai work leader asked around but no pickers want-
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ed to be interviewed. They ran back and forth from their cars with boxes 
of berries to be weighed. They looked down and didn’t want to meet the 
eyes of the journalist. The work leader told me that the pickers were afraid 
that their words would be twisted if they gave an interview. Apparently 
there was a rumour that an interview with local media had caused extra 
controls to be imposed in another camp by the authorities. The journal-
ist asked me for an interview and after declining several times I agreed, 
on the condition that the interview would be about being a PhD student 
rather than about the berry industry, since I felt uneasy about passing 
judgement in either direction in the polarised debate about ‘perfectly 
content’ or ‘severely oppressed’ berry pickers. Still, I did describe one 
anecdote that some of the Thai staff had told me about an older couple 
in a village close by who had become their friends over the years, inviting 
them to eat pie and stew, or bringing them cake.

The article was published in the local newspaper the next day and in 
one section it mentioned how local people brought food to the pickers. 
That same day I talked to the berry company manager, Lore:

Karin: Did you see that, what it said about the food? I said to [the 
journalist] that people bring food to the pickers... I could read how that 
sounds now. I didn’t mean, or, the pickers told me that they had been 
making friends in the area, an older couple.
Lore: Yes, I read that. I thought about that. Now people are going to 
think that they don’t have enough food, that’s what I thought. 

Lore wasn’t upset, but I felt like I had said too much to the journalists. In 
the conversation above, Lore and I read the same interpretation into the 
article, seeing my quote in the text through the eyes of what we together 
constructed as a dominant image of migrant exploitation. Some days ear-
lier, Lore and I had been talking about the relationship between the media 
and the berry pickers in a different area, following a ‘phone call Lore had 
just received. 

Lore: Now they called and the berry pickers were really worked up…
Karin: Why, what happened?
Lore: Some journalists were there – they wanted to see how they lived. 
They have been at this before. But this time they walked around every-
where – they walked into their showers! Their showers! That’s really 
private. Who would do that kind of thing?!

In this conversation, Lore talked about the intrusion of journalists and 
the ways in which the media counters the interests of the migrant work-
ers. Lore expressed agitation on behalf of the pickers and talked with an 
emotion that indicated a feeling of alliance with the pickers and support 
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for their wellbeing. The polarisation of two conflicting interpretative rep-
ertoires, portraying the Thai migrant worker as either independent or 
oppressed, were made visible through the ways in which the managers 
addressed journalists and the media in their talk about the industry and 
the migrant workers. Several of the employers I met during my fieldwork 
also spent much of their time before and during the berry season talking 
to journalists. In a quote that mirrors an earlier statement from Kim, the 
media coverage and the public image of the berry industry was addressed:

Kim: Because we are an important industry for Sweden and even though 
there are dodgy entrepreneurs in this business it’s not fair on us who try 
to do everything in the best possible way for everyone. But it’s good too 
that they come here and see what we really do, that they won’t find any 
of that here. 

Despite the objections to the intense media coverage managers also 
talked about the media as a way of gaining legitimacy and countering a 
negative public image of the wild berry industry. 

When I did my main fieldwork in 2011 and 2012, the distributor com-
panies often argued in the media that they had no way of controlling how 
the berries were picked and delivered. In 2015, most of the larger berry 
distributors had sections on their websites that were dedicated to their 
responsibilities as social actors, their work towards ‘fair berry produc-
tion’, and in many instances, detailed descriptions of controls and prac-
tical engagements in the recruitment processes in Thailand. There have 
been changes to how the industry and the distributors, as well as larger 
Swedish food corporations, have been involved in work to increase social 
responsibility in the industry (Wingborg 2013b). 

The interpretative repertoires that dominate the management talk in 
my material are not addressing other supply chain actors but the media 
and the Swedish public. This has implications for how we should analyse 
a moral economy, not just as the negotiations between those who are ac-
tors in a specific economic context, such as the supply chain, but also as 
justifications in relation to a larger social context, indicating the effects 
of social criticism to forms of capitalism (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005). 

Knowing the migrants and sharing their interests 
So far in this chapter, I have analysed how the notions of mutuality and 
shared interests, and the perfect match between Thai workers and the 
Swedish wild berry industry, are important components in the repertoires 
that justify the conditions of migrant labour. I have also shown how the 
managers address negative images of the berry industry in their accounts 
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by explaining, for instance, what hard labour feels like to the Thai pickers, 
or why they want to work long hours. Knowing the migrants, and explain-
ing their preferences to others, constitutes a central dimension of how 
the managers talked. During my interviews, several managers argued that 
they lacked support and acknowledgement from the state and from local 
authorities, and that the industry and the pickers were misunderstood. 
Visiting the manager John’s company, I was told that there had just been a 
local inspection of the facilities that hosted about 50 berry pickers. When 
the inspection was finished, John had met with the controller from the 
local authorities. He now arrived back at the office and was frustrated as 
he informed his colleague and me about the report:

John: He was this new - wanted to show off. They made remarks about 
the curtains. Can you imagine! There must be more important things 
than that! Last year they had all these little things that they complained 
about, like how the cook prepared the food. And we tried to talk to 
them, what could be acceptable? We understand that they couldn’t just 
fry up a whole animal in the front, of course. We changed everything 
and bought new pans. Because they are used to cooking in their own 
way you know. But he didn’t want to listen.

John argues that the inspection was unreasonable because it focused on 
small details that concerned the pickers’ own cultural preferences of how 
to eat and sleep. By referring to the complaints about curtains, John ridi-
cules a bureaucracy that guides the controller’s evaluations. John also po-
sitions himself and his company as mediators between the Thai pickers’ 
way of doing things and what the authorities consider as acceptable. The 
role of the mediator, with a neutral position and no vested interests of 
his own, assumes a clear position of the ’Thai way’ that opposes the local 
Swedish authorities. The role of the manager as mediator therefore rests 
upon interpretative resources of Thai preferences as being independent 
of, rather than interrelated with, how the conditions of life in Sweden are 
structured by the supply chain and by the berry companies. These inter-
pretative resources rest on the same notions of independence and free-
dom that managers used when they talked about the long working days 
and the hard labour of picking berries, as described earlier in this chapter.

The manners of the bureaucratic controller from a local authority that 
John describes, and ridicules, are illustrative of how these interpretative 
repertoires constructed the notion of unknowing Swedes from outside 
the industry. Feeling sentimental and sorry for berry pickers for the most 
irrational reasons, or feeling uncomfortable and awkward in relation to 
their cultural preferences, were aspects of these accounts about ‘Swedes’ 
in general. Actors from outside the industry were positioned as awkward 
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because they had neither the pickers’ consent to ‘help’ nor any legitimate 
role in relation to the pickers’ situation. This was also reflected in the 
ways that managers spoke about trade unions. The Municipal Workers’ 
Union was reluctant to be assigned responsibility for collective agree-
ments and controls, following the reform of labour migration regulations 
that required employers to have collective agreements. The union, how-
ever, continued to work with collective agreements in the berry industry 
and gave immediate help in some of the cases when migrant berry pickers 
were left stranded in Sweden (see e.g. Woolfson et al. 2012). 

Lore: They [the trade union] were there at the camp but no one wanted 
to talk to them, no one at all. 

John: I can imagine that the members of Kommunal [The Municipal 
Workers Union] would be thinking; ‘why are they taking my money to 
do all this for the Thai berry pickers?

Kim: Well, it’s interesting to see if any pickers would even talk to them 
when they go out on their visits. They are just interested in making as 
much money as possible before they go home. 

The managers view the engagement of the Swedish authorities and the 
trade unions as unwelcome in relation to the berry pickers’ wishes to 
make as much money as possible in Sweden and then leave. The engage-
ment of authorities, trade unions, the media, and the Swedes who feel 
sorry for the migrant workers is also considered as illegitimate because of 
the transnational situation that Thai berry pickers are in. The managers 
consistently treat the Thai berry pickers as exceptions, whose labour and 
lives are not only inaccessible from outside the specific conditions of pro-
duction in the wild berry industry, but also impossible to evaluate from 
the perspective of Swedish standards. 

The alliance that my informants describe between themselves, as em-
ployer representatives, and the migrant workers, corresponds to Zoran 
Slavnic’s analyses of the dynamic forces of informalisation (Slavnic 2007). 
In his research, Slavnic observed how informalisation is initiated both 
from above, by employers, and from below as migrants intend to establish 
their position in the Swedish labour market (ibid.). I have not studied the 
processes of informalisation, but I have analysed how labour conditions 
that are below the ‘normal’ standards of the Swedish labour market are 
justified. The analyses show that representing these labour conditions as 
consensual, in the interests of both the employers and the migrant work-
ers, constitutes an important component of these justifications. 
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Summarising the case for the wild berry industry
In this chapter I analysed how migrant labour in the wild berry industry 
is part of a specific moral economy, characterised by notions of transna-
tional space, worker identities that reference race and gender, and tem-
porary migration. I also discussed how the interpretative resources used 
by managers within the industry define this moral economy, align with 
broader discourses on the positive effects of circular migration, as well 
as introducing notions of consent among migrant workers in the interna-
tional migration debates. 

The supply chain structure of the wild berry industry in Sweden has 
been important to map in this case study, since it has provided an analysis 
of the fragmentation of arguments among the actors. Knowledge about 
these arguments and the diverse standpoints contribute to future migra-
tion research, since they help us to locate and define the subject of ‘the 
employer’ in the growing research field that focuses on the infrastruc-
tures of migration (Xiang & Lindquist 2014). The managers in the berry 
companies do not represent a homogenous group of employers. Instead, 
they represent a subject position that is differentiated from other actors 
through their acceptance of responsibility and accountability within the 
industry. I also discussed how the acceptance of these moral subject po-
sitions by roles within the industry or within international capitalist pro-
duction, need to be understood in relation to broader political debates 
and migration discourse which are characterised by notions of selection, 
management, and circularity. These links are not obvious in the explicit 
arguments that managers put forward as they make their case, but the 
links can be detected and defined through the analysis of situated man-
agement discourse that allows for ambiguities to be brought to the fore. 
By making these connections in the analyses I also discussed how the 
construction of ‘the migrant’ and the construction of ‘the worker’ are 
consistently interrelated in management discourse.

As outlined in the introduction and the background of this thesis, 
there are two groups of migrant workers linked to the labour migration 
reform that stands out in the statistics. In this and the preceding chapter 
the analysis focused on the moral economy of the management of Thai 
temporary migrant workers. In the following chapters, I shift the focus 
to the second group, Indian temporary workers in the IT industry, and 
explore the moral economy in a setting where public notions of migrant 
workers are not characterised by images of exploitation and vulnerability.
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In the next two chapters I analyse management discourse in an indus-
try very different from the previous case study of the Swedish wild berry 
industry. The IT industry is not focused on one product, but rather on a 
multitude of services. Businesses that sell IT services furthermore em-
ploy ‘knowledge workers’, whose skills are generally considered highly 
desired in ‘the New Economy’ (McCall 2001) in contrast to the kind of 
work that dominates the wild berry sector, which is increasingly deval-
ued and considered as being unskilled. As I showed in the previous two 
chapters, managers in the wild berry industry often addressed public dis-
course on vulnerability and exploitation as they defined a moral econo-
my around the arrangements of migrant labour in Sweden. In policy and 
research, highly skilled migrants have not been associated with vulnera-
bility but rather with privilege. Workers who are employed in the diverse 
and internationally segmented IT industry do however work under very 
different conditions and have a different status in relation to citizenship 
or visas. This chapter begins by presenting the central debates on high-
ly skilled migration that managers in this study talked about in order to 
contextualise this group of workers, generally referred to in the statistics 
as ‘computer specialists’. 

Thereafter, the chapter analyses how Swedish managers conceptualise 
international supply chains in their work with computer specialists from 
India. Internationalisation emerged as a theme in the interviews with 
managers, and can be analysed in relation to the theories of globalisation 
presented in Chapter 3: Theorising the Moral Economy of International 
Production. I will refer to internationalisation as an empirical theme that 
I analyse as a way of contextualising the production of knowledge among 
managers; internationalisation provides a setting in which they talk about 
the moral arrangements of the economy and labour. I discuss how inter-
nationalisation in supply chains, which managers usually refer to as ‘off-
shoring’, may contrast to an outsourcing process that has been a signifi-
cant aspect of the IT industry’s development within Sweden for several 
decades. Drawing on the interviews with managers, the main theme in the 
analysis concerns the links between the processes of offshoring and the 
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mobility of Indian workers. I present how managers talk about their own 
work in these supply chains, with a particular emphasis on their role of 
selling and marketing international services as well as Indian workers. By 
analysing the discourses of internationalisation, I argue that the issues of 
both labour and migration are obscured when managers talk about inter-
national IT services. In the face of recent and quickly expanding interna-
tionalisation, management strategies gain legitimacy from technocratic 
language, expert knowledge about markets, and technology advances. I 
therefore argue that the discourses of internationalisation that emerge 
from the analysis of how managers talk about recent changes towards off-
shoring, never define or specify labour, but rather present it as abstract, 
flexible, and always changing. In chapter 8, this observation affects how 
I analyse the justifications for temporary worker migration from India to 
Sweden. 

Studying highly skilled mobility: temporary 
workers and expatriate privilege
Highly skilled migration gives rise to different sets of questions in aca-
demic literature than labour migration, which is generally characterised 
by precarious conditions in low-skilled, low-paid jobs. Against the back-
ground of the managed migration of berry pickers that I analysed in the 
previous two chapters, it might be asked: What similarities and differenc-
es in the moral justifications may be discerned in relation to highly skilled 
migration? In this chapter, I analyse the moral justifications for migration 
that appears to be aligned with current policies on managed migration, as 
high-skilled migrants can be understood as potential members of com-
munities of value in the receiving countries (Anderson 2013). Migration 
scholar Eleonore Kofman argues that many regimes of managed migra-
tion have been designed with the model of a cosmopolitan IT worker in 
mind (Kofman 2013). This system, Kofman continues, gives priority to 
the transferability of skills and lifestyles of privileged male workers, in 
contrast to groups of skilled women workers in other occupations (ibid.). 
I investigate how this association is constituted in relation to manage-
ment practice, and whether there are ambiguities in management’s per-
ceptions of the Indian IT worker in Sweden. 

As the analyses in this chapter will show, it is challenging to grasp more 
specifically who the workers, i.e. who receive work permits in the Swed-
ish IT industry, for instance in terms of their career status and their job 
descriptions. Most of the Indian IT workers that the managers talk about 
in my interviews are however not part of a global elite of entrepreneurs, 
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at least not in the stages of their careers when they work temporarily in 
Sweden for large consultant agencies and suppliers. The Indian workers 
who are the subjects of my interviews are mainly employed in large multi-
national corporations. Their temporary work in Sweden is arranged with-
in an organisational structure rather than by the migrants themselves 
through individual entrepreneurial decisions. With few exceptions, most 
of the Indian IT workers referred to in the interviews belong to the cat-
egory ‘computer specialists’ in the migration statistics (the Swedish Mi-
gration Agency 2014). In 2014, five per cent of all computer specialists in 
Sweden were non-EU citizens, and approximately 80 per cent of the more 
than 3000 computer specialists who were granted a work permit in 2015 
were from India (the Swedish Migration Agency 2016). 

Compared to other groups such as ‘engineers and technicians’, sta-
tistics show that computer specialists earn significantly less than Swed-
ish citizens employed in the same occupation (Emilsson and Magnusson 
2015: 91). The image of the privileged male expatriate that is put forward 
in the migration debate can be complicated by research that accounts for 
social categories other than gender, nationality, ethnicity, and race. In a 
qualitative study of the segmentation of work in high-technology indus-
tries, Xiang Biao (2007) describes how, by the turn of the millennium, the 
majority of Indian IT workers were hired as consultants through a prac-
tice named ‘global body-shopping’, and were performing monotonous 
tasks such as programming or testing in Western countries. 

Like seasonal workers in the wild berry industry, IT workers from In-
dia represent a case of temporary, or short-term, migration. In discussions 
following the labour migration reform in Sweden, the potential of per-
manent residence permits and settlement have been prominent themes. 
Permanent residency is seen as supporting migrant rights and attracting 
highly skilled workers (Magnusson & Osanami Törngren 2014). Migration 
in the IT industry, however, appears to be closely linked to intra-corpo-
rate transfers and short-term migration (OECD 2011). In fact, less than 
10 per cent of computer specialists with work permits stay in Sweden for 
more than one year (Emilsson and Magnusson 2015: 92). 

Indian workers in Sweden – or 
services performed in India?
Short-term stays characterise the migration of Indian computer special-
ists to Sweden. Although no studies specifically map the reasons for these 
short-term contracts they are generally understood as being related to 
the temporary needs of development projects, training of staff in other 
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international branches, or facilitation of communication between offices 
in different countries (OECD 2011; Emilsson & Magnusson 2015:92). In 
order to introduce the analysis of how managers talk about work permits, 
and how they explain the structures of foreign labour in the industry, I 
turn to a conversation with one of my informants, Erik, whose thoughts 
illustrate the complexities of defining labour migration, internationalisa-
tion, and mobility in the IT industry. Erik had been involved in general 
strategic work on the development of recruitment in the Swedish IT in-
dustry for a few years. I described my interest in labour migration reform 
to him:

Karin: So in terms of labour migration, this is the largest group, Indian 
citizens who get a work permit for less than a year…
Erik: Labour migration is very good and important for the industry. We 
have a big challenge in the whole industry when it comes to diversity, 
that people rather hire someone named Johan than someone named 
Ahmed. So we can also look at that – what people do we have here, in 
Sweden, who can be important. We are working together with some of 
the largest universities in Sweden, because it needs to start at that level. 
We have been doing work of getting girls to be interested in technical 
educations, uhm, like that. The competitive power of Sweden depends 
on the kind of work force that we can have in the future.

In this quote, Erik associates the phenomenon of increased labour mi-
gration with the challenge of re-defining the workforce of the Swedish 
IT industry. Situating labour migrants within the Swedish labour market, 
Erik argues that there is a risk they will not be fully accepted or included 
in the general image of who is considered a proper worker in the Swed-
ish IT industry; namely white, Swedish-born men with names like Johan. 
Economy and economic value are important resources in the interpre-
tative repertoire of the illegitimate exclusion of labour migrants in the 
account above. According to Erik, it is economically irrational not to in-
clude labour migrants, and the reluctance to hire ‘an Ahmed’, or hire girls 
and women, will counteract Sweden’s competitive position in the global 
economy. Highly skilled ‘Ahmeds’ in Sweden, or Indian labour migrants, 
are not primarily talked about as a group of workers whose needs depend 
on being included – Sweden needs them. Hence, inclusion is not a moral 
claim in its own right nor in relation to the recognition of non-citizens or 
discriminated migrants – inclusion is justified through an economic ar-
gument. Yet analysing Erik’s quote, the interpretative repertoire in which 
inclusion is justified on economic terms is also dependent on the nation 
as an interpretative resource. The moral purpose, to increase competitive 
power, points back to what is good for Sweden as a nation. Despite the 
lack of specifics regarding who is really included in the notion of Sweden, 
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and how this may be different for ‘Ahmed’ than for ‘Johan’ or an Indian 
citizen, the nation can justify strategies for increasing competitive power 
through labour migration. Through this framing, managed labour migra-
tion is turned into a competitive resource that can, in line with theories of 
the competition state, be regarded as adding to the state’s attractiveness 
for transnational capital circulation (Cerny 1997; Menz 2008). 

Later in the interview, Erik showed me a report that his organisation 
was working on, describing the future of the IT labour market in Swe-
den. One of the diagrams illustrated the different demands for labour that 
were likely to grow, and those that were likely to decrease. Erik pointed to 
one of the smaller circles and said: 

So, as you can see there will not be so much demand for the more, well, 
the routine labour, coding. This type of work will increasingly be done 
in India, in low-cost countries. But there is an increased demand for 
architects [in Sweden], so there is a large need for labour in the future, 
which we need to address when we watch education issues. 

In the earlier quote, Erik positioned labour migrants within the Swedish 
labour market by arguing that it is important to expand the workforce 
and include more people – referring to Indian workers in the Swedish 
IT industry. In the later quote, Erik talked about changes in the Swedish 
labour market through which certain types of jobs would decrease. On 
the diagram in the report, circles of various sizes represented the number 
of future Swedish jobs in the IT industry. Erik, in contrast to the earlier 
quote, described Swedish labour as including what the Indian workforce 
does not offer; Swedish labour will supply architects, innovation, and de-
sign, whereas Indian labour supplies manual work and coding. 

The ways in which Erik aligns with the composition of the Swedish 
workforce as being both comprised of, and in opposition to, Indian work-
ers connotes ambivalence and conflict between different interpretative 
repertoires. Speaking about workers in Sweden, Erik argues in favour of 
an expansion of the Swedish workforce and identifies labour migrants as 
subjects that should be included. Within the domain of global economic 
restructuring, however, Erik positions Indian workers as different from the 
Swedish workforce. So, how are temporary Indian IT workers in Sweden 
situated in relation to these different ways of talking about migration and 
internationalisation: as potential subjects of the Swedish labour market, 
or as ‘Other’ in relation to Swedish labour? 
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Management work – supplying Indian labour
The managers I interviewed worked on different kinds of projects, in 
which labour was differently located across Sweden and India. Four of the 
managers who participated in the interviews either held central positions 
at the Swedish offices of multinational companies, or in Swedish firms in 
international corporate groups where the job description explicitly in-
cluded managing offshoring and the mobility of workers. These managers 
often talked about the bigger picture, the general strategies of interna-
tionalisation, and the consequences of labour mobility. The other manag-
ers who participated in this study worked on specific projects that fully, or 
partly, hired Indian workers. The majority of these Indian workers were 
located in India, but the projects always included temporary migration to 
Sweden for some of them during specific periods. These managers used 
their specific project and management strategies as examples in the inter-
views, and they made fewer statements about the general development 
of the internationalisation of the industry. Their roles as managers in the 
supplying companies, and the ways in which these roles structured their 
relations to labour, are important for how we can interpret the perception 
of Indian labour in management discourse.

The supply chain structure of IT services performed for companies 
located in Sweden is not new. Large corporations mobilise IT workers 
who are permanently employed, as well as those who are recruited by 
supplying companies.

Lars: Using consultants, using them from staffing companies, well we 
have done that since the 80s and maybe even earlier than that. So that’s 
not new. But it is relatively new to look for engineers outside of the 
Swedish borders. You didn’t do that in the 80s. 

The managers agreed that during the last five years, prior to 2013, when 
most interviews were carried out, international recruitment and offshor-
ing had grown in Sweden and that this process had still only just begun:

Benji: In Sweden there is a lot more services left, services that were off-
shored in the US maybe ten years ago or in Britain and other European 
countries after that. And now this is really taking off here. 

As suppliers of labour, the managers I talked to would rarely say that they 
recruited Indian programmers for Swedish projects. The concepts that re-
curred in the interviews included the idea that companies transferred staff 
from an Indian office to a Swedish client, or delivered a service by using 
workers in both Sweden and India. These concepts identify temporary 
situations and flexibility, not with regards to the location of workers, but 
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as an attribute of production itself – a characteristic feature of supply 
chain capitalism (Tsing 2012). Some of the informants also worked on 
projects where they had agreements with other staffing companies lo-
cated in India, indicating even longer supply chains. All the managers, 
however, represented suppliers of labour for customers in Sweden; they 
supplied client companies with labour from Sweden or from India.

When talking about how suppliers needed to work towards larger cli-
ents, Sarah, a manager at a multinational staffing and service corporation 
in the IT industry, explained:

Sarah: If you look at these large global corporations, the procurement 
of IT, it is more and more….they used to have IT competence but now 
it becomes more of a purchasing organisation. An outsourcing organi-
sation. Where they ensure that they have a competence to procure and 
purchase services. So then you can choose to go single sourcing, which 
is one supplier, or if you should go multi sourcing, with several [sup-
pliers]. And that depends on how big your company is and how much 
volume of IT you are buying, what is reasonable and what strategy you 
have. To only have one supplier, that’s a risk, but you can also get a bet-
ter deal. There are so many factors that determine which way you go.

According to Sarah’s description, understanding, analysing, and partici-
pating in the organisation of supply chains is an expertise in itself that 
is practiced by organisations within the global corporations. In other 
words, the fragmentation of production through outsourcing requires 
new kinds of knowledge creation within and across organisations. Sever-
al social constructionist perspectives have approached the relations be-
tween language and structures in the economy as part of this production 
of knowledge and power. In Peter Miller and Nicholas Rose’s theoretical 
elaboration on the Foucauldian notion of governmentality, they stress the 
importance of paying attention to the technologies of governing (Miller 
and Rose 2008). For instance, they argue that an individual manager can 
be understood as a resource for governing the economic discourse of an 
enterprise (ibid: 42). However, the role of the individual manager in rela-
tion to foreign workers and the Swedish labour market is difficult to eval-
uate in this study due to the complexity of networks and the system of 
suppliers that Sarah describes. It seems as though outsourcing IT services 
has become such a dominant material-discursive practice (Bridgman and 
Willmot 2006) that some managers, for instance those who supply Indi-
an labour, are likely to define labour in relation to complex procurement 
processes rather than in relation to the work that these computer special-
ists perform. In this context, the supply chain is also difficult to analyse 
through a relational approach; the actors in an IT supply chain that Sa-
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rah describes are not connected through clear-cut, two-way negotiations. 
Instead, they are connected through the type of complex information 
networks that have been frequently emphasised as a central feature of 
late capitalism in the literature on globalisation (see e.g. Castells 1996). 
Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) argue that social capital, diversity, and 
sharing information become moral values to the international enterprise 
or supply chain due to the celebration of a ‘connexionist world’, in which 
the ability to create links sets down the foundations for being free. Man-
agers who adapt to ‘connexionist values’ (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005), 
because of their role of supervising the flexibility of labour within these 
new types of enterprises, also need to believe in their own ambitions to 
create connections and to participate in the complex networks.

In this study, I have located supplying managers as actors who are 
interesting to analyse because of the positions they occupy. They provide 
one point of several connections between offices in Sweden and workers 
in India. However, I do not primarily analyse these managers as resources 
that govern one big economic discourse of globalisation. Although they 
are clearly part of an interconnected global economy of procurement and 
transnational enterprises, their arguments are also likely to be specific to 
their positions within the supply chains, and specific to the motivations 
and justifications that they need to work with in their day-to-day-life as 
they meet clients or co-workers. By reflecting upon these different posi-
tions – adopting values that may be both representative of a general man-
agement discourse and of their daily moral justifications – the informants 
in this study provide a key to the processes of how Indian workers are 
positioned in relation to the Swedish labour market. In the next section, I 
discuss one such dimension of how managers in the supplying companies 
position Indian workers.

Selling workers – management talk as marketing practice
A central aspect of how the managers talked during our interviews can be 
analysed in relation to the specific practices of sales and marketing that 
characterise the supplier position. The managers that I interviewed ex-
plained how one of their main tasks was to sell offshoring services to their 
clients. Jonas explained to me how he negotiates with a potential client, 
and after finding out the client’s needs and how much they are willing to 
pay, he may suggest offshoring:

Jonas: So then I get into talking about costs. That is the reason for going 
offshore. That is for a longer project, the costs increase in the beginning 
of a project but can be saved in a certain period of time. I have expe-
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rienced several projects when we have brought people here, and how 
long they stay here – that’s economy too. After 90 days they will cost 
more for the company. Sometimes there is travelling, including family 
relations when we might allow people to go home for a while. So that is 
an investment because it takes extra costs. So [a project that lasts] less 
than a year, then I wouldn’t say that it is worth it to go offshore.

During the initial phase of a procurement process, when the supplying 
companies compete with each other for contracts, calculating the costs of 
offshoring is one of the main tasks for managers like Jonas. The mobility 
of Indian workers is described as part of the offshoring process, although 
it is also represented as an extra cost at the beginning of a project. Sim-
ilarly to Jonas, all managers that I interviewed acknowledged that lower 
costs represented the main reason for suggesting offshoring services to 
clients, and that the lower cost of Indian workers was mainly associated 
with their labour in India. As I have elaborated in the method chapter of 
this thesis, asking specific questions about salaries and costs was not a 
successful approach during my fieldwork, since they were sensitive topics 
that informants either declined to answer or that could potentially make 
me lose access to the field. Rather than talking about salaries, the lower 
costs of labour are implicit in the managers’ accounts of lower costs in 
general. No manager mentioned any specific numbers relating to the sal-
aries of computer specialists.

Jonas, however, also argued that besides costs, the short supply of 
workers in Sweden was another significant reason for offshoring:

Jonas: I mean, the reason why offshoring is used in my business is 
because in periods of economic recession companies start looking for 
ways to save money. They want to outsource. So they come to us and 
others and ask; ‘can you do this?’ That’s when we start looking at how 
long these projects are. But then there are drivers within the market 
that drive [the development]; they want lower prices, they expect it. 
And the drivers in the line of business where I work are often to increase 
turnover; deliver more, have a higher capacity. There are not that many 
people left in Sweden to recruit – that’s the market. We cannot grow 
organically in Sweden and then it is much easier to grow offshore-wise. 

In Jonas’ explanation, internationalisation and offshoring are connect-
ed to the market, and the market is ascribed different characteristics. At 
first, Jonas explains how, once the alternative of offshoring is available 
on the market, other actors in the industry start expecting lower prices. 
In this part of his quote, the market is made up of the relations and ex-
pectations of those who handle procurement and supply chain relations. 
Here, the supplier is given the active role of developing offshoring busi-
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ness and negotiating reasonable prices. However, the market is also char-
acterised as having its own natural logic – the need to expand organical-
ly outside Sweden and the drive to grow and to achieve higher turnover. 
In this interpretative repertoire of internationalisation, offshoring is no 
longer presented as the decision of specific actors within the industry 
who engage in economic relational work (Zelizer 2011). Instead, interna-
tionalisation is presented as a phenomenon that mirrors Marxist geog-
rapher David Harvey’s (Harvey 2000) explanation that globalisation is 
an inevitable process of capitalism’s destructive competition over land 
and resources. The managers are positioned as both the architects behind 
internationalisation in Sweden and as the mediators of an inevitable pro-
cess of competitive expansion.

Although the managers view internationalisation as a process that 
they actively engage in, selling offshoring is not only about selling the ge-
ographical expansion of service production. The managers also described 
their work as that of selling labour and selling workers:

Emil: So this transformation that we do, from an all-Swedish delivery to 
a global one, I am in charge of that. I am in charge of making everything 
work; everything from convincing our customers and co-workers that 
this is a good thing, and all that this entails. 

Jenny: This is a pretty tough situation with much extra work on me; on 
the managers who bring them here and for those in sales who need to 
learn how to sell these people. 

Managers at supplying companies talk about Indian computer special-
ists in terms of how they are sold to client companies. Within this do-
main of selling and marketing, interpretative resources of cost-efficiency 
and other positive judgements prevailed in the characterisation of Indi-
an workers. It is therefore important to once again emphasise how the 
specific position in a supply chain affects the interpretative repertoires 
of management. ‘Sales talk’ dominated the management rhetoric in my 
interviews and can be understood as the main domain in which managers 
talked about workers. The practice of selling migrant workers through 
ways of speaking can be understood as one aspect of how a moral econo-
my is perceived. In this particular moral economy, the positive qualities 
of Indian workers are brought to the fore when my informants speak, not 
least in order to legitimise the role of these managers in the supply chain. 
The managers are sales people and labour is their commodity, therefore 
in these contexts they tend to ascribe a high value to labour.

Jenny addressed how many positive dimensions there were to intro-
ducing Indian workers to Sweden:
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Jenny: It has been really important for us to have these people here; to 
see that they are not scary but rather super good, and nice, and much 
more well-educated than we are. Which is amazing. They have fantastic 
IT skills in India. Much better than we do! Straight from school they 
come out at a much higher level. 

The enthusiasm and the rhetoric of selling and convincing can be ob-
served in the way that Jenny describes Indian IT workers in this quote. 
Her enthusiastic and colourful language can be thought of as a way of 
talking that matches the position of managers in the supplying companies 
who are invested in the positive image of the Indian IT worker. They also 
need clients to value Indian workers in order to be able to sell them. At 
the beginning of this chapter I presented a quote by Erik in which he ex-
plained how manual jobs in the global IT industry would increasingly be 
located in places like India. Offshoring was associated with the preserva-
tion of high-quality jobs in Sweden and was established as a process that 
would not necessarily have a negative impact on the Swedish nation. Jen-
ny, however, describes Indian IT workers as having better IT skills than 
Swedish IT workers. According to my analysis of Jenny’s account, bring-
ing Indian people to Sweden is therefore a way of countering a misper-
ception of Indian workers as being lower skilled. 

Erik and Jenny’s views of offshoring and Indian workers would po-
tentially have different consequences should they be incorporated into 
political arguments. Neither of them argues for any type of regulation 
regarding offshoring or labour mobility. However, while Erik emphasis-
es the differences between workers in India and in Sweden, Jenny views 
workers in India as more like ‘us’. While Erik uses the nation as a resource 
in his understanding of the differences, Jenny uses the individual cor-
porations as a resource in her understanding of the similarities. There 
is a consistent tension in how managers treat Indian workers either as 
being representative of ‘quantity’ and as opportunities to cut prices, as 
described by Jonas in a previous section of this chapter, or representative 
of the skills and standards that Swedish workers cannot live up to. This 
rhetoric is addressed to clients, but it can also be thought of as affecting 
a general political discourse about the role of high-skilled migration or 
the offshoring of services that affect the public notion of what it means 
when so many work permits are issued to Indian computer specialists in 
Sweden. 

In the next section I analyse how the informants speak about the ef-
fects that processes of internationalisation have on organisations in Swe-
den, and on their role as managers in terms of managing these effects. 
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Internationalising Swedish industry – a management task
One main theme that emerged from internationalisation, which all man-
agers that I interviewed identified as the main process relating to Indian 
workers, was how working in transnational organisations constituted a 
challenge in terms of maintaining trust and efficiency. This theme con-
cerned the specific context of Sweden in a perspective of the interna-
tionalisation of businesses. Westermark (2013) investigated the strate-
gies of creating proximity between offices in Sweden and offices in India 
in those Swedish firms that have chosen to internationalise. Her results 
show that individuals, particularly in the role of being ‘cultural brokers’, 
are often important for these processes to be successful. Culture was also 
a prominent theme in my material, as managers talked at length about 
the particularities of the Swedish and Indian organisational contexts in 
the offshoring processes. This theme is analysed in more depth in the 
next chapter. Here, I wish to address how managers described their work 
in terms of administering and managing the internationalisation of an 
organisation. 

Often, the managers described the task of selling Indian labour as a 
challenge:

Angelica: It has been, with the language, that a lot of organisations have 
staff that want to work in Swedish [language]. And then it can be a chal-
lenge. But the tools for integrating and working hard on creating teams 
between India and Sweden are paying off. 

Jenny: We have seen that the language barrier is a really big issue. Many 
of the customers are not at all interested in having anything to do with 
Indian people, because they might suck at English themselves or they 
see it as a cultural clash of some kind. 

Both Angelica and Jenny centre language in their explanations of why 
internationalisation has been difficult and slow in Sweden. However, in 
analysing these quotes further, language is closely tied to notions of cul-
ture. Angelica, who only explicitly talks about language, describes strat-
egies for integration that I understand as connoting other dimensions of 
culture as well. At the beginning of the quote, Jenny establishes the chal-
lenges and barriers as being about language, but then she suggests that 
the reluctance of Swedes to work with Indians is based both on their lack 
of knowledge of English and on their general attitudes towards other cul-
tures. 

Angelica and Jenny describe the attitudes and reactions of customers, 
an understanding and knowledge that they can be expected to have as 
suppliers who cater for the desires of client companies. This does not, 
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however, mean that Angelica and Jenny morally legitimise their clients’ 
attitudes. Instead, the reluctance to work with Indians is perceived as ille-
gitimate and narrow-minded in the quotes above. The management work 
that my informants do includes understanding as well as mediating the 
attitudes of clients. In this case, the managers identify negative attitudes 
towards foreign cultures as a challenge to the internationalisation pro-
cess that they manage. This supports the theoretical interventions in the 
Global Commodity Chain and Global Value Chain literature that empha-
sise the importance of nation and culture in networks and chains of pro-
duction (Bowen and Gaytan 2012). In relation to the analysis of a moral 
economy that this thesis pursues, it is possible to observe how important 
the tasks that the managers describe here are for making arrangements 
within the industry more morally legitimate; for instance by eliminating 
illegitimate prejudice. 

The importance of national and cultural contexts to the supply chain 
structure is also relevant in order to understand the character of how 
offshoring is sold by the managers in Sweden. The managers described 
the international structures of their organisations as an important reason 
why internationalisation took on, despite the challenges. 

Jonas: So then two years ago we were bought by [large multinational 
corporation] and now we have the head office in the US. They wanted us 
to be more aggressive with offshoring, to sell it better.

Lars: It has been, the office in the Netherlands has done better than us 
[in the Swedish branch], for example, when they cooperate with India. 
So we have to show now that we can sell this also to Swedish clients 
and we have to be better and tighter when we integrate offshoring. That 
involves also that we have to show that the Indians know their job and 
that they are extremely competent at what they do.’

Both Jonas and Lars talked about the changing identities of the Swedish 
companies that they work for. As suppliers, their corporate identity was 
increasingly internationalised, which provided new opportunities to sell 
internationalisation, or offshoring. Similar to Jenny’s arguments about 
the qualities of Indian workers, Lars says that the sales managers at the 
supplying companies need to be convinced about the qualities of Indian 
workers in order to sell them. Such a conviction was, in part, facilitat-
ed by a corporate identity, and sales managers were assigned the role of 
not only administering internationalisation, but also of envisioning and 
facilitating a moral arrangement of international labour. There is a paral-
lel between the connexionist values that Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) 
emphasise and the active management of identification and affective and 
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moral commitment to the project of internationalisation that the manag-
ers describe.

The abstract language about labour – 
workers as bodies and resources 
During their interviews, the managers’ talk centred more on issues of off-
shoring than labour migration. This had the effect of shifting focus from 
labour and workers to the internationalisation of services and production 
in my material. So far, I have mainly analysed managers’ accounts of in-
ternationalisation and their own role in these processes. In this section 
I point to some aspects of how managers talked about labour in relation 
to a global structure of the supply chains. As a concept, offshoring asso-
ciates changing spatial relations strongly with practices of selecting loca-
tions that can contribute to cutting prices or choosing places in the world 
where more value can be added to a service commodity (Hopkins and 
Wallerstein 1977, 1986). By analysing the managers’ accounts it is appar-
ent that the marketing of offshoring is also related to the introduction of 
a specific group of workers to the Swedish market, namely Indian com-
puter specialists. 

Some of my informants described the increasing complexities of out-
sourcing in the supply chains, which had effects on how labour was talked 
about. In an interview with the manager Sandra, I asked:

Karin: So, then, when you recruit Indian workers to work here in…
Sandra: But we don’t recruit. It’s on a project basis, so we decide on the 
composition in order to deliver the service to the price and quality that 
our customer wants.

When being asked about recruiting Indian workers to the Swedish of-
fice, Sandra immediately corrected me. The interpretative resources that 
Sandra used in this conversation place workers, who Sandra refers to as 
‘composition’, as secondary to the design of a service. This short interac-
tion serves as a way of shifting focus from the workers to the production, 
although the composition of workers is one of the main aspects of how 
price and quality is calculated. Although Sandra corrects me because of-
ficially there is no recruitment of workers, the shift in our conversation 
is also indicative of a management discourse in which the place where 
potential workers are located is not given, but is rather seen as a flexible 
variable in the production design. The delivery of a service is considered 
the priority, and the location and distribution of labour, as well as the 



137

Swedish management discourse in an international IT industry 

components of the supply chain, are treated as flexible and dependent 
variables. 

The manager Emma explained the background to supply chain com-
plexities to me in greater detail. Emma’s title was ‘GD lead’, short for 
global delivery lead. She seemed to be used to talking about processes 
of internationalisation and filled the large whiteboard on the wall with 
complicated abbreviations and arrows to show its development over time 
and across continents.

Emma: Now, this is not exact, but first you have body-shopping staff 
[writes on the whiteboard]. That is, you choose, I need a consultant in 
this field and then I buy, sounds awful when I write it down [laughs], 
but body-shopping. Buy individual persons. But then, for the next 
generation, I don’t remember exactly but basically we look at how we 
can buy a full service. We want you to maintain this whole system for us, 
that it works, that you can take on full projects. So more towards service 
[writes on the whiteboard] and less about just the persons. And that re-
quires that we cooperate, that we have a little better…methods. In gen-
eration 3 you develop even better process tools [writes on whiteboard]. 
You find even better tools, so ok we need the same standard methods in 
order to work together and deliver this service. With individual people it 
doesn’t really matter what processes and methods you have. And then in 
generation 4 then we look at, ok, so we want to deliver a service where 
we are available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Should we really only 
have consultants in India who sit there and work in shifts? Or could 
we think about having...let’s start with the Philippines who deliver the 
first hours of the day, and then you go over to India, then you have one 
hub in Europe and then one hub in Brazil. So there are better working 
conditions and you find a balance. Between different units to cooperate 
and it becomes this global integrated enterprise [writes on whiteboard] 
or something nice like that. 

In this quote, internationalisation is described in a chronological, linear 
manner where generations of arrangements succeed each other, seeming-
ly in close connection to the evolution of management discourse. Emma 
describes how words have shifted; from body-shopping of individual 
workers to the complex integration of enterprises. Body-shopping is de-
scribed as out-dated an unmodern, belonging to the first generation. In 
my interpretation, what Emma thinks ‘sounds awful’ about the terminol-
ogy of body-shopping is the thought of human bodies that can be bought 
and sold. Indeed, the concept has the effect of decoupling people from 
their labour. Bodies, in this case the Indian computer specialists who are 
part of the offshoring processes, are furthermore defined without any ge-
ographical, social, or cultural context when managers shop for bodies. 
Still, when Emma says that it ‘sounds awful’ she is not necessarily react-
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ing to the arrangements of production but rather to language that sounds 
amoral in relation to workers. 

Although Emma’s argument about integration within international 
supply chains especially suggested positive effects on efficiency and econ-
omy, she also emphasised how the later generation models of offshoring 
acknowledge the specific geographic locations of workers and are more 
attentive to their needs. Emma uses interpretative resources that refer to 
harmony, integration, and balance to describe the changes that become 
finalised in a ‘global integrated enterprise’. However, the increasingly ad-
vanced practices of integration, cooperation, standardisation, and spa-
tial expansion that the later generational models of production design 
require, seem to represent advanced management rather than advanced 
IT work. In fact, Emma does not speak explicitly about labour at all. In 
Emma’s description of development and advanced internationalisation 
there are, for instance, no references to the upgrading of jobs for individ-
ual programmers or testers. 

I do not address changing work processes in international informa-
tion technology in this analysis, and my point here is not to claim that 
nothing changes for workers and their conditions as the processes of in-
ternationalisation develop. The interesting changes that I engage with 
concern those of management discourse that Emma makes use of as she 
constructs the progress of internationalisation. While Emma explicitly 
addressed workers in her description of the first generation model of 
body-shopping, if only as ‘bodies’, she defined labour by its relations to 
specific ‘hubs’ in her descriptions of the final stage of integration. Yet this 
does not necessarily tell us anything about the value that labour and indi-
vidual workers are given. Because the specific everyday context of work-
ers is rarely made explicit in the material, it is through the managers’ talk 
about integration, distance management, and technology advancement 
that I can analyse how workers are situated in management discourse.

The managers I interviewed generally talked very differently about 
themes such as integration or distance.

Karin: So how do you find them, when they are coming over to the 
Swedish office?
Sarah: We have databases, and then you can find resources in there. 
Fill out level of seniority and the skills that they should have. Basically 
it’s a worldwide database. So you tick boxes, maybe there is a particular 
environment that you want them to be familiar with. And then how 
much they cost.

Sarah’s description of labour mobilisation in the supply chain does not 
reflect the later generations of internationalisation that Emma described 
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in her quote above. This indicates that generational progress may not be 
linear, and may mirror management discourse rather than the succession 
of practice in Swedish organisations. Sarah, like most other managers 
that I interviewed, uses the concept of a ‘resource’ when talking about 
workers. The concept of a resource is interchangeable with any type of 
skill, in any type of body, and connotes the abstract and generalised sys-
tem of the supply chain. The desire for a resource can indicate the desire 
for any type of labour. It is difficult to say anything about the substantive 
aspects of work processes or labour conditions from the interviews with 
these Swedish managers in the supply chain. In fact, there is a striking 
silence around these substantive dimensions of labour – what computer 
specialists do during the day, or how they are differentiated and select-
ed. The managers talked in a distant manner about resources rather than 
about workers, which indicates a dominance of this abstracted notion of 
labour. This does not mean that labour is always abstracted; those who 
design technical solutions or code software are likely to talk about labour 
in very different ways. However, among the informants that feature in 
this thesis, the structure of the supply chain, and the flexible system of 
finding a skill or a body, constitute the main domain that they manage. 
Because of the central position of these managers to translate the need 
for specific workers or specific types of internationalisation in the Swed-
ish market, my analyses correspond to observations on how supply chain 
capitalism represents a fragmentation of labour (Tsing 2012). This frag-
mentation is not morally without problems, as most clearly illustrated in 
the way Emma makes excuses for using abstract language – body-shop-
ping – for workers that ‘sounds awful’. In the next section I discuss how 
the abstract language that managers use as they speak about workers can 
be understood in relation to their perceptions of identity and space in the 
IT industry. They describe how they re-model the identity of the Swedish 
corporation to become more international, as well as re-model their own 
attitudes as sales managers, or the attitudes of clients, towards Indian 
workers. How do they speak more specifically about their opportunities 
for affecting such identifications within the international supply chain? 

The identity of workplace and employment
Anna Tsing (2009, 2012) argues that as the supervision and organisation 
of labour is outsourced, identity of workers is decoupled from labour re-
lations. The focus on the role of management discourse in this thesis rais-
es the question of how this may be related to the managers’ processes of 
identification. The ways in which managers talk about temporary workers 
in transnational or Swedish projects, for instance, give rise to questions 
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concerning how much the location of workers, or their employment con-
tract, matter in times of advanced communication technologies and flex-
ible employment in supply chains. 

Computer specialist and managers’ workplaces were described in a va-
riety of ways in my material. Some of the managers I interviewed handled 
just one large client, and their workplace was often located at the client 
office in order to communicate more closely about the service. Some of 
the managers worked for different clients and had their main workplace 
at the office of the supplying company. While in Sweden, temporary Indi-
an workers often worked at the client office in order to become familiar 
with their needs:

Emil: So in the beginning we need to have quite a few [people here]. We 
have team leaders, programmers, testers; those who will be key persons 
after part of the delivery moves to India. So the customer gets to know 
some of them and it will be much easier to communicate. 

Other temporary Indian workers were stationed in Sweden in order to be 
‘shown off’ to Swedish clients:

Lisa: When we started offering offshoring we needed to have some of 
our Indian consultants stationed here. We showed them off and they 
worked at different clients before they even had a set mission that we 
could get paid for. 

Compared to the international supply chains in which the labour of work-
ers across the world is cut off from the client companies, the managers 
in my material often described how the Indian workers should instead be 
made to feel familiar and close to the clients. Managing the recognition 
of temporary workers represents a link between offshoring and labour 
migration in the IT industry.

Identification also emerged as a theme with other supply chain ac-
tors who are not featured in this study. During the phase of my fieldwork 
where I researched the IT industry, I contacted several client companies 
where I knew that temporary Indian computer specialists were working. 
These companies all declined to participate in my study, often referring 
to how they merely ordered a particular service and did not have an over-
view of the people working on the projects. Lars, the manager of a supply-
ing company, described the situation like this: 

Lars: The order-maker or the final customer, they might not want to 
talk about it or they might not know. They buy a service and expect to 
have it delivered at the time that has been agreed. They don’t care who 
is doing it. It’s like buying a loaf of bread in the store and caring about 
who drove the loaf there. Their interest stops at what gives them value.
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Supply chain capitalism is characterised by an eroded transparency and 
dispersed responsibility among different actors (Tsing 2012). The lack of 
interest among the client companies, and the lack of identification with 
their workers, can be analysed as the result of these processes. This type 
of fragmentation of responsibility also seemed to lead to complexities 
and insecurities among different actors with regard to how labour mobil-
ity should be talked about. Several of the managers I talked to, as well as 
several of those who declined to be interviewed, presented staffing issues, 
and more specifically the mobilisation of labour within supply chains, as 
sensitive business information. The mobilisation of labour was consid-
ered as requiring knowledge, expertise, and trust that would be vulnera-
ble to exposure outside the immediate supply chain negotiations. 

As described earlier in this chapter, labelling these labour topics as 
sensitive not only influenced managers to decline participation in the 
study, but also contributed to a general silence around the specifics of the 
foreign computer specialists and their employment. The division of re-
sponsibility among managers in the supply chain is important for under-
standing management discourse, since the resources that my informants 
drew on as they talked about temporary Indian workers and their role in 
Sweden, partly represent these organisational codes of appropriate, and 
inappropriate, talk. From the discussion in the next chapter on the spe-
cifics of how Indian labour is positioned in Sweden, the effects of more 
general outsourcing are also worth noting, since they seem to lead to a 
dis-identification of labour from some positions in the supply chain. 

Speaking through globalisation discourse 
– silencing the role of labour
So far, I have discussed how the informants talk with very few references 
to the specifics of labour and the working conditions in the IT indus-
try. I have discussed how the silence about labour in management dis-
course is related to outsourcing, which creates a distance between the 
managers and the labour processes for programmers and testers. I have 
also discussed how this silence is related to the accumulation of complex 
management knowledge about how production can be integrated using 
concepts such as ‘global delivery’ rather than references to the mobility 
of workers. In this section, I attempt to position these silences in relation 
to the theoretical discussions on globalisation.

The abstraction of labour, and the ways in which workers are not 
mentioned in the dominant narrative of the industry’s economic devel-
opment, also reflects criticism of the literature on globalisation. Research 



142

Managing Migrant Workers

on global value chains, for instance, tends to leave out the analysis of 
labour by favouring the business and managerial perspectives (Barrientos 
2004). In the theoretical chapter of this thesis, I argued that it is impor-
tant to understand globalisation as made up of practices rather than as 
the abstract processes of capital (Sassen 2001). In a number of different 
ways in this analysis of managers’ descriptions of their facilitation of in-
ternationalisation, we can see how the silence about the role of workers 
in the globalisation processes reflects both management discourse and 
a larger discourse on capital in a connexionist world. When the manag-
ers talk about global delivery they talk using the discourses of globalisa-
tion. As social geographers have critiqued discourses of globalisation are 
aspatial and inattentive towards the concrete practices that constitute 
globalisation processes (Massey 2005; Sassen 2000), such as the actual 
movements of people in the IT projects and the ‘deliveries’. The silence 
about labour in management discourse reflects a silence about what we 
can call the mobility of workers, since the computer specialists’ travel to 
Sweden is an aspect of their work. 

In the next chapter I analyse how workers can be positioned within 
the interpretative repertoires of managers as they talk about the differ-
ences between Swedish and Indian culture within an organisation. Before 
moving on to the next chapter, however, I want to contrast the silences 
about labour when managers talked about internationalisation, and point 
out the contexts in which workers did become visible in the management 
discourse. It is possible to understand how workers are situated in rela-
tion to the globalisation processes by analysing how managers talk about 
the administration of mobility that they themselves perform. Sarah, for 
instance, explained how selling offshoring required new types of tasks 
and assignments for management and the support functions at the Swed-
ish company.

Sarah: So because of these developments in the larger company, we 
started a centre [also at the Swedish office] that used resources in India, 
mainly. Because it is pretty complicated with how you cooperate, where 
you are supposed to be located, what kind of visas and permits will you 
need, methodology, how we take care of people when they come here, 
where they are supposed to live, a lot of practical stuff like that. So we 
had this centre [...] with the purpose that this should be business as 
usual, that it works and everyone knows it eventually. So the plan is that 
it should be smaller and smaller and eventually only a few people have 
to work with these issues.

Sarah’s description indicates that managing internationalisation and 
managing mobility are in fact aspects of the same processes. To establish 
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offshoring at Swedish companies required the mobility of Indian work-
ers to come to Sweden. Although the offshoring process from Sweden 
to India was framed as the main process, the mobility of Indian workers 
required knowledge and routines about visas, living arrangements, and 
other aspects of the workers’ everyday lives. These practices were also 
described by Hanna:

Hanna: Continuity is very important. We can’t have people who resign 
because the job is boring, or because they want to do something else. 
One way for a colleague in India to boost their career is to work in 
Sweden. So we have a rotation schedule. We make sure that at one time 
or another every person in this delivery will have been in Sweden during 
three months. We have tech leads and [people in] similar positions who 
will be in Sweden more than that. But we have a process when everyone 
gets to work in Sweden. And that is for two reasons. It contributes to 
continuity. Both by meeting our clients and talking to them every day, 
and forming a relation to the company. […] Continuity is important, 
so we make sure they come here. Three months is the easiest, from a 
migration perspective. 

Hanna describes how mobility is important in India, and how opportu-
nities to go abroad are an institutionalised aspect of the professions and 
careers in the Indian IT industry. We can partly understand the silence 
from the managers in this study about the social and cultural contexts of 
migration by acknowledging how the informants are located in Sweden. 
By referring to what mobility means to ‘a colleague in India’, Hanna is 
indicating that migration does not carry the same meaning to her, as a 
manager in Sweden. From an Indian perspective then, a moral economy 
may be framed differently. For instance, critical researchers have argued 
that in relation to highly skilled migration, global inequalities persist and 
affect whether global arrangements can be considered moral or not. The 
persistence of social and economic divisions can be related to both a pre-
carisation of cheap and flexible labour and to the outsourcing and off-
shoring of innovation systems, to the disadvantage of the global south 
(Delgado Wise 2015: 27).

When Hanna accounts for the administration of mobility concern-
ing visas or career opportunities, the mobility of Indian workers is not 
portrayed as a problem. This reflects how research on managed migra-
tion portrays highly skilled migrants, such as Indian computer special-
ists, as subjects who are supposed to fit the migration regimes (Ander-
son 2013; Menz 2008). The reason why the administration of migration 
is not framed as an issue, and generally was not a theme in the interviews 
with the managers, can also be connected to how labour is included as a 
component of a complex, interconnected global economy, as shown in 
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previous sections of this chapter. Most literature on highly skilled migra-
tion in the IT industry applies economic or neoclassic migration theories 
(Kofman 2013). These theoretical frameworks reinforce the notions of a 
cosmopolitan male subject who is cut off from the social and emotional 
contexts of migration (ibid.). However, the way in which managers po-
sition workers as economic components and as flexible resources, also 
constitutes a barrier to talking about these computer specialists as mi-
grants with social or emotional needs that are regulated through migra-
tion management. 

In the interpretative repertoires that managers use, Indian workers 
in Sweden are seen as workers who are mobile within the boundaries of 
their general work description, rather than just seen as migrant work-
ers. It seems as though foreign workers are classified as migrants only if 
they become the subject of migration control. Hanna refers to the role of 
the state in the quote above. ‘Three months is easiest from a migration 
perspective’, she says. Similarly, Jonas, whom I referenced earlier in this 
chapter, argued that for tax reasons 90 days was a preference for the com-
pany to keep Indian workers in Sweden. Hence, state regulations do seem 
to play some role in the design of the strategies of internationalisation 
and mobility. 

However, most of the managers described that they had already start-
ed working with offshoring prior to the change in Swedish regulations on 
labour migration in 2009. Jessica described the early phases of offshoring 
in her company:

Jessica: At first we wanted twenty people to come here to Sweden. 
Back then the rules were much worse at the Migration Agency. You 
were required to place an ad to all of the EU, to make sure no one in the 
EU wanted the job. It was extremely bureaucratic and administrative 
bullshit, frankly. We didn’t want anyone from the EU, we wouldn’t…I 
mean that’s not where the competence was. At that time one really felt 
disgust about how things were handled. But of course you do it anyway. 

Jessica described the irritation she felt about the difficulties of recruiting 
Indian workers to Sweden. Through her affective language, Jessica criti-
cises the Migration Agency’s bureaucracy and administration as evidently 
and obviously illegitimate. She expresses her criticism of the illegitimate 
character of the migration regime, especially the state regulations prior 
to 2009, by referring to how the regulations prevented the recruitment 
of ‘competence’ rather than migrants. Jessica also described the changes 
after 2009:

Jessica: We have been forced to use the services of the Migration 
Agency much more now, after working with Indian resources caught 
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speed. And after the changed regulations in 2009, well it was very slow 
at first. The authorities didn’t keep up. And after a while the turnaround 
time started increasing enormously. And then this thing that we needed 
signatures from the trade union. Why do they need to get involved? We 
have a collective agreement. We had to have one of our co-workers, who 
was a union representative, have a fax machine at his desk where he 
worked so that the applications could be signed faster. In the begin-
ning we always applied for six months, but it was always a mess so we 
stopped caring and now we always apply for the maximum. Two years is 
what you can put the application out for, so you do that. 

Jessica describes the current system as being much better at facilitating 
the mobility of Indian workers. Despite the liberalisation, however, mi-
gration controls are not perceived as illegitimate functions of the state 
in relation to Indian computer specialists. Instead, the state practices 
are portrayed as petty bureaucratic requirements. In management dis-
course, the temporary migration of Indian workers is not constructed as 
a migration phenomenon, but as aspects of internationalisation, in which 
the control of individual people appears superfluous. In the interpreta-
tive repertoires of the managers, a moral arrangement of migrant labour 
in the IT industry would therefore not treat Indian computer specialists 
as migrants at all. When managers describe a moral economy of inter-
nationalisation they dismiss the state’s practices of migration control as 
illegitimate. 

This chapter has engaged with the specific language and knowledge 
creation of Swedish managers in the IT industry. In their interpretative 
repertoires, they mostly avoid entering into discussions about migration. 
In this chapter, I have analysed how this specific management language 
reflects both connexionist values of global capitalism and the changing 
supply-chain structure of the industry. I have also described how the 
working conditions of computer specialists are dismissed as a possible 
moral topic in the discourse of economic integration. This type of rhetor-
ical silence that affects what can and cannot be said, should be seen as a 
research finding in its own right (Billig 1991). 

In the next chapter, rather than discussing how managers talk about 
internationalisation and offshoring in general, I analyse situations in 
which managers talk about their own changing organisations, and then 
analyse how interpretative repertoires in these contexts describe Indian 
workers in terms of their economic and cultural value. 
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between IT workers
The previous chapter put management talk in an organisational and eco-
nomic context, more specifically within supply chains of labour. I pre-
sented how the internationalisation of production was considered as the 
main process that explained the presence of Indian workers in Sweden. I 
also presented how interpretative repertoires were based on a very spe-
cific type of management and a terminology that reflected business strat-
egies for administering and facilitating internationalisation. 

As the informants described how they managed these processes of 
internationalisation, the most dominant theme that emerged from the 
analyses of how labour was talked about concerned cultural differences. 
In this chapter, I analyse the ways in which managers talked about cultur-
al difference, and how Indian labour was defined within these discourses. 
The moral negotiations of how Indian labour should be recruited, super-
vised, as well as valued and evaluated within the organisation, are the 
themes that resulted from the analyses of management talk about cultur-
al differences. Furthermore, I discuss how the managers’ descriptions of 
the differences between Indian workers and Swedish workers use inter-
pretative resources that refer to both transnational economic inequalities 
as well as race. I also consider how the interpretative repertoires reflect 
the moral ambiguities of these descriptions of difference, and how these 
ambivalent notions of Indian workers in Swedish industries represent an 
unresolved moral dimension of the arrangements of temporary foreign 
labour. 

Constructions of cultural differences 
from a supply-chain perspective
In this section, I discuss the characteristics of cultural difference and why 
it was identified as a dominant theme when managers talked about Indi-
an workers in Sweden. When the managers talked about Indian culture, 
or the cultural differences between Sweden and India, they sometimes 
used interpretative resources that referred to ‘common knowledge’ – an-
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ecdotes from their travels, references to TV-programmes, or everyday life 
– and not the specific knowledge that they had acquired in their roles as 
managers. Discourses about culture affect attitudes for most of us in our 
daily lives, for instance attitudes towards citizenship, national belonging, 
ethnicity or race, and they contribute to the political categorisation and 
separation of groups of people. However, in this analysis I attempt to un-
derstand how the interpretative resources that these managers used as 
they established how being Indian is different from being Swedish, may 
also be specific to their roles as managers in supply chain capitalism and 
as mediators of labour migration. The analysis is concerned with how we 
can understand why cultural difference preoccupies management dis-
course.

Culture was brought up as a theme in my interview with Jan:

Jan: So you can work with offshore, but then maybe sometimes you 
need to be closer. Then you can work with nearshore, maybe that’s Esto-
nia or Latvia or Ukraine.
Karin: So, close is…
Jan: Well, it’s about how long it takes to fly but also culture, that there is 
not as much translation as with the Indian. 

Jan portrayed nearshoring as an alternative to offshoring when a manager 
like himself chooses internationalisation strategies. In the context of the 
internationalisation that Jan talks about, cultures can be different to a 
greater or lesser extent. Furthermore, Jan describes how cultures can be 
compared in relation to a scale of cultural proximity and distance. In this 
interpretative repertoire of cultural differences, India is acknowledged as 
being substantially different from Sweden, and further away on the im-
agined scale of cultural differences than other locations such as Estonia 
or Latvia. This interpretative repertoire of cultural differences as possible 
to evaluate and grade in relation to proximity and distance – the ways in 
which ‘shores’ are located ‘near’ or ‘off’ – requires a subject who performs 
these evaluations. Managers who design and suggest strategies of inter-
nationalisation need information about the culture of these locations, as 
well as information about the needs and desires of customers and in the 
evaluation of cultural difference; the managers’ creation of knowledge is 
key. Discourse psychology provides a productive analytical framework to 
analyse the active production of knowledge by managers, for whom cul-
tural difference appears to be a central aspect of their work of interna-
tionalising organisations. 

Returning to Jan’s explanations, the calculation of cultural difference 
reappears:
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Karin: So how do you choose, I mean who wants nearshoring?
Jan: Well, nearshore, that could be the Czech Republic. So if you work 
with a project there, the developers could come to Sweden much more 
often. Well, and it is a mind-set that is closer to our culture. It’s a light 
version. So we might offer that as a kind of first step.

In this quote the importance of worker mobility is mentioned as one im-
portant aspect of successfully executed internationalisation. I will return 
to how managers portray geographical distance, mobility, and communi-
cation technologies later in this chapter, but will now discuss Jan’s notion 
of cultural difference as distance that he puts forward in this quote. This no-
tion is inherent in the very concepts that define the services of nearshor-
ing or offshoring, and therefore uses resources from established discours-
es of internationalisation practices. The centrality of cultural difference 
must therefore be understood as a fundamental aspect of business rheto-
ric in the IT supply chains. However, the meaning of ‘near’ and ‘off’ is also 
the result of individual managers’ active descriptions. In the quote above, 
Jan described the different strategies of outsourcing as dependent on the 
managers’ knowledge about cultures and distance of suppliers. Managers 
in supplying companies know about cultures, for instance in the Baltic 
states, the Czech Republic, and India, and they know how to offer their 
clients the type of difference that they can handle. The authority with 
which Jan explains how categorisations and calculations are made rests 
on references to his expertise as a manager. Within the interpretative rep-
ertoire of cultural difference as something that can be calculated is also a 
legitimisation of the importance of management practice. This practice 
includes the responsibility of knowing about cultures and presenting this 
knowledge to the client when selling the service of internationalisation. 

I analyse the managers’ active use of language (Wetherell and Potter 
1992) and the interpretative repertoires as expressions of both the gener-
al discourses of culture that are transmitted in everyday life for most of 
us, as well as the expression of particular interests that are located within 
a capitalist organisation. This analysis brings to the fore how difference, 
or diversity (Tsing 2009), is shaped by relations in a global economy and 
not only through abstract ideologies and cultural values (Sayer 2005a). In 
this sense, the organisation of outsourcing, offshoring, and nearshoring 
provides a framework that morally justifies the construction of cultural 
difference within the IT industry. 

In Jan’s description, which I referred to earlier, he presented India as a 
location that required much ‘translation’. I will return to what this type of 
translation could entail according to my informants. However, the man-
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agers that I interviewed also engaged in the task of selling Indian workers, 
including the cultural context in which their labour was marketed:

Sarah: [The Indians] work very hard and have that mentality, because 
it’s a very competitive culture.

Emma: So, India is like, the Chinese they are very good also, they are 
coming on strong now, but they are generally not as good at speaking 
English, they don’t work as well in English as the Indians do. Also they 
[the Chinese] are maybe more difficult in groups, I think. So that is why, 
I think.

In the previous chapter I presented the role of management in the supply-
ing companies as being characterised by the task of selling international-
isation and selling workers. How was the notion of cultural difference 
transmitted within this framework of positive enforcement? Sarah and 
Emma, in the quotes above, did not talk about Indian culture in relation 
to its relative distance from Swedish culture. Instead, they see culture in 
terms of its value to the supply chain and to service production. Econom-
ic value is portrayed as something that can be extracted from the efficien-
cy, competitiveness, and productivity of Indian workers, which are pre-
sented as being dependent on their culture. In the same line of argument, 
aspects of Chinese culture are represented as obstacles to the extraction 
of economic value. These perceptions of culture are representative of a 
niche structure of supply chain capitalism (Tsing 2009) in which aspects 
of workers’ lives, such as their culture, determine the ways in which they 
fit into a system of global production. According to Emma, the Chinese 
may be ‘very good’, but in certain ways they do not fit quite as smoothly 
into the system of cross-cultural cooperation as Indian workers. 

Apart from showing how managers talk about cultural difference, a 
central contribution here is the analysis of how the management of la-
bour in a supply chain changes the meaning of cultural difference. When 
managers talk about cultural difference, they articulate these differences 
in specific economic and organisational contexts that affect the ways in 
which culture is defined and valued. The ways in which the managers in-
terpret the meaning of cultural difference is affected by their work, which 
includes deciding how foreign workers can best be sold to Swedish com-
panies, and how difficult and costly cultural differences will turn out to be 
in a nearshoring/offshoring process. They also reinforce these interpreta-
tions of culture through their work as managers. 

By taking into account the investments in internationalisation that 
these managers have made, as presented in the previous chapter, the in-
terpretative repertoires of cultural difference can be analysed in the con-
text of both economy and culture. These discursive practices cause cul-
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tural differences to take on new meanings, and to be ascribed new types of 
value through the specific creation of knowledge within the supply chain. 

Production of management knowledge – 
mapping cultures and nationalities
After analysing how managers view cultural difference in a supply chain 
context, I now illustrate how manifest the theme of cultural difference 
was in the creation of management knowledge. Before I met Lars, a pro-
ject manager at a supplying company, I had read one of his reports that 
presented strategies for companies to successfully manage ‘blended 
delivery’. Among the managers I interviewed, blended delivery was the 
most common flag under which labour was mobilised, and meant that 
they were managing a team of workers in both India and Sweden. My 
informants explained that such management involved varying degrees 
of exchange across locations, as well as different strategies in terms of 
integrating the work processes. Since writing this particular report, Lars 
had moved on to manage new accounts that involved various kinds of off-
shoring, and he advised both clients and other managers within his own 
organisation on how to think about these processes. 

During the interview, Lars showed me a slide presentation that he 
normally gave to his co-workers, management, or to clients when he in-
formed them about the offshoring processes. One part of the slide pres-
entation illustrated the differences between Indian and Swedish culture; 
the caption read: ‘Model of cross-cultural differences between India and 
Sweden’. Lars’ presentation included theoretical definitions of culture at 
four levels: individual, group, national, and universal. His presentation 
was based on a popular model of cultural differences widely used in busi-
ness management. The use of such theories in the managers’ talk illus-
trates the importance of taking intertextuality into account in discourse 
analysis (Wetherell and Potter 1992; Winther Jørgensen and Phillips 
2001) to acknowledge how talk about cultural difference is not necessar-
ily the invention of individual managers, nor the reflections of individual 
attitudes towards culture. Cultural difference is also defined in relation 
to public discourse and institutionalised understandings. I am therefore 
not reviewing the popular model of cultural difference, but analysing the 
ways in which Lars makes use of these interpretative resources in his 
presentation of managing offshoring processes.

According to Lars, the definitions and comparisons of culture that 
he presented should be ‘used as tools, to get people thinking, maybe re-
flecting on their own behaviour and how that is interpreted by others’. A 



152

Managing Migrant Workers

diagram in one of the slides compared five cultural aspects. The differ-
ences were illustrated through the scale ‘high’ or ‘low’. For instance, as 
illustrated in the diagram, Sweden scored higher than India on ‘individ-
ualism’, and lower on ‘uncertainty avoidance’ and ‘power distance’. Lars 
explained what this meant:

Lars: Swedes are more comfortable with differences of opinion and lack 
of rules. Indians, they want clear hierarchies and communication. This 
is one of the things that can stir up controversies in a project. And I, as a 
manager, need to know how to be clear when I speak to Indian program-
mers. 

The greatest differences, according to the model, related to the themes 
of ‘masculinity’ and ‘monochromic time’. India had a high score on mas-
culinity, implying ‘assertive and competitive values’. On the other hand, 
according to the explanations on the slides, Sweden’s low scores on ‘un-
certainty avoidance’ and ‘power distance’ implied ‘modest and caring val-
ues’ or ‘quality of life’. According to Lars, the title ‘monochromic time’ 
referred to how different cultures related to time: 

Lars: Yes, this often causes misunderstandings. It says here that Sweden 
is future-oriented, that we want to overcome obstacles over time. India 
has more of a here-and-now-attitude. 

I return to some of the themes later since there are similar descriptions in 
other managers’ accounts. An interesting aspect of Lars’ presentation is 
how it reveals the systematic production of knowledge about cultural dif-
ference in management discourse. The cultural aspects categorised as in-
dividualism, masculinity, and monochromic time, are reinforced through 
charts and diagrams that also lend these models a scientific legitimacy. 
The interpretative repertoire of cultural difference as being able to calcu-
late is furthermore translated into organisational relevance in Lars’ pres-
entation: people will work differently depending on how they understand 
time, social relations, and careers. Again, cultural difference is not artic-
ulated in relation to a decontextualized notion of cultures everywhere, 
but rather as a work-related culture of production or organisation. Hence, 
although the theoretical model sets out to map cultures as ‘Indian’ or 
‘Swedish’, cultural difference is in fact defined as the differences in terms 
of how people act as workers. 

The interpretative repertoire of cultural difference, illustrated through 
Lars’ presentation, is relativistic in the sense that no cultures are per-
ceived as being neutral. Everyone, including supply chain managers, lives 
in a culture and may, as Lars puts it, benefit from ‘reflecting on their own 
behaviour’. The consistent differentiation between what is ‘Swedish’ and 
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what is ‘Indian’ is morally justified not only because it serves a purpose in 
the economy when organisations become international, but also because 
it is justified with references to increased reflexivity and tolerance that 
constitute positive values. In the next section I analyse how these cultural 
differences were presented in other contexts during the interviews with 
managers. 

Discourses of the nation and Indian culture as ‘Other’ 
The theoretical model that Lars presented proposes a notion of neutral 
categorisations and classifications of cultures. Potential differences in 
terms of efficiency are portrayed as dependent on how cultural contexts 
are managed and on an organisation’s ability to take cultural aspects into 
consideration. In contrast, however, Sarah and Emma in the previous sec-
tion expressed how one culture could be more productive than another; 
for instance the competitive culture of India that makes Indians work 
harder, and the cultural traits of Chinese people that make them a little 
less desirable as workers. In the interpretative repertoires that present 
certain cultures as more productive than others, there is a notion of dif-
ference that disregards the neutral and scientific language of charts and 
diagrams. The interpretative repertoires in which cultures are compared 
in relation to productivity do, however, make use of the same type of in-
terpretative resources in which cultural boundaries are seen as fixed and 
as tied to nationalities.

At the beginning of the interview with Lars, as he explained his work 
with cultural difference, he addressed the generalisations in terms of how 
cultures were represented:

Lars: Have you ever been to India? No? I mean, it so big. They have so 
many languages and dialects and cultures. Eating in Bangalore is not the 
same as eating in Chennai or in Delhi. When I am in Bangalore, I eat the 
same burgers that I would in the US. But it is important that we talk to 
people here about the things that can go wrong so that we can have an 
efficient process.

In the quote above, Lars acknowledged that Indian culture is diverse. 
However, presenting the cultural differences between India and Sweden 
is still important, he continued. Although Lars does not argue for an un-
derstanding of the nation as a collection of homogenous cultures, the di-
vision between national cultures is perceived as the only effective and co-
herent way of presenting differences to clients or to co-workers. Michael 
Billig (1995) has analysed how ideologies of the nation are reproduced in 
everyday practice and speech, rather than through explicit confessions to 
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nationalist agendas. Therefore, studying how the constructions of cultur-
al difference in management discourse align with ideologies of the nation 
(ibid.) can contribute to an understanding of how Indian workers and 
Swedish workers may be situated differently in terms of the nation they 
are thought to belong to; where their culture ‘fits’ and where it doesn’t. 

Although marketing and selling the attractive features of Indian labour 
constituted a main resource in the managers’ interpretative repertoires of 
Indian culture, the managers also argued that Indian culture could be a 
problem in a Swedish context. I have not observed any patterns regard-
ing when Indian culture was seen as a problem or as an advantage to the 
organisation. Instead, managers described these negative representations 
of Indian workers just like the celebration of their culture, using the same 
interpretative resources of cultures as a national difference. An illustra-
tive example of a negative evaluation of Indian culture was Sarah’s de-
scription of problems in the offshoring processes:

Sarah: Well, Indians don’t communicate enough. In Sweden we expect 
more independence, a better plan. But for them everything needs to go 
through the hierarchies, and that is not the most effective. 

The problematic aspects of Indian culture that Sarah described reflect 
some of the themes, such as ‘monochromic time’ and ‘individualism’, in 
Lars’ presentation of cultural difference presented in the previous sec-
tion. Another aspect of difference that returned in Lars’ presentation, and 
in several of the interviews, concerned ‘masculinity’: 

Jenny: I was a little worried. I mean, being a female manager when 
perhaps the man in India has a higher status and many women, after 
they have kids, they become housewives. But I am so proud to be in a 
company that takes gender equality seriously.

Gender scholars have observed how discourse in Sweden ascribes the 
Nordic welfare state an exceptional position of morality in terms of gen-
der equality. Sweden is constructed as a nation in which women have 
a strong position, where gender equality characterises the society, and 
where gender inequality and misogyny are ascribed to ethnic others (see 
e.g. Carbin 2010). In the quote above, Jenny aligns with gender equality 
as a mark of difference between her (Swedish) context and India, and 
she challenges the stability of these perceived differences by pointing out 
how her company, which spans cultures, takes gender equality seriously. 
In the context of international business, the transnational mobilisation of 
labour is ascribed a potential of overcoming national cultural difference. 
Still, cultural difference is seen as being connected to nationality, and the 
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problems of gender inequality are positioned in the national context from 
which labour is recruited. 

Notions of cultural difference were present in most of the managers’ 
accounts, and management discourse often felt remarkably homogenous 
as I was going through my notes and transcribed the interviews. Cultural 
difference was repeatedly described in similar ways, although the value 
judgement that was attached to these differences varied. One character-
istic feature of the management discourse, however, was how it lacked 
descriptions of conflicts or problems. This can be interpreted as reflect-
ing the interests of these managers, who had invested in the future of 
internationalisation, to emphasise opportunities rather than to acknowl-
edge conflicts or problems. However, even in the management talk that 
avoided conflict, the construction of cultural difference can be analysed 
in relation to asymmetries in terms of how difference is valued.

Cultural difference and constructions of race
Rohit, one of the Indian managers I interviewed, talked about the asym-
metric valuations of differences. After finishing his degree in engineering 
in India, he was trained at a large centre in Bangalore. During his training 
he was taught specific cultural manners that were considered useful for 
working in Western countries. He explained that he was now in charge 
of Indian workers at Swedish offices and found it important to instruct 
them on how to behave:

Rohit: They should try to blend in, to look like those employees here 
who never wear formal clothes. And some find it uncomfortable with 
smells, and you know Indian food – so I tell them to bring other food 
that doesn’t smell so much.

Rohit’s account of the importance of ‘blending in’ illustrates an imbal-
ance when Indian developers work in Sweden. The importance of clothes 
and smells indicates that for Indian computer specialists to work with-
out problems at a Swedish office depends on toning down certain Indian 
characteristics. In her book Space invaders (2004), Nirmal Puwar studies 
how women and racialised minorities enter spaces, or domains, that are 
traditionally dominated by white male professionals. Puwar argues that 
as ‘bodies out of place’, racialised minorities are defined through a white 
male gaze, and their positions are compromised by subtle practices and 
by the language of exclusion in the workplace. Implicit in how Rohit talks 
about the strategies that Indian workers need to adopt, are the poten-
tial consequences that seemingly negligible cultural differences may have 
in the workplace. Implicit in the need to blend in, for instance, is the 
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threat of being the subject of negative attitudes or uncomfortable feelings 
among Swedish staff. Theories about race highlight how the asymmet-
ric power relations of colonial histories (Fanon 1986; Said 1995) are im-
plicit in the definitions of difference, resulting in uneven social relations 
where ‘whiteness’ is the norm. The interpretations of cultural difference 
in management discourse, therefore, may not be as neutral and free of 
value judgement in their effect in the workplace and in the organisation 
as they are presented in manager accounts. In his research on Indian IT 
workers, Xiang Biao unveils a critical dimension to the political economy 
of a global IT industry (2007). He describes a systematic differentiation 
in the way Indian, Chinese, and South American IT workers are labelled 
differently in relation to their technological and social skills when they 
are marketed and placed in Western countries. This is a result not only 
of cultural stereotypes but also of a global political economy that Indian 
programmers need to navigate in complex ways. Cultural stereotyping of 
employees is also documented in previous studies of the US IT industry. 
Indian IT workers in the US experience recruitment practices based on 
racial discrimination, where secure or senior jobs are given to ’whites’ 
or ’US citizens’ (Banerjee and Ridzi 2008; Varma 2002). Furthermore, 
Indian migrants on H-1B visas earn US$13,000 less than their US coun-
terparts (Banerjee and Ridzi 2008: 103) and are more often employed as 
contract workers. 

When analysing the notion of difference, it is also important to con-
sider how the situation in which the managers’ accounts were generated 
may have affected how boundaries and subject positions were named and 
differentiated. To some extent, the category of ‘the Indian’ preceded the 
interviews. I told the managers who I was about interview that I was in-
terested in Indian migration to Sweden, and asked them questions specif-
ically about this group of workers. The category of ‘the Indian’ was, how-
ever, also determined through management talk, and these are the aspects 
I focus on in the analysis. For instance, in the workplace, Indian appear-
ance marked one difference according to some managers’ descriptions:

Karin: So, are there any Indian programmers in your project now?
Jan: No, there are some working at another project in the building I 
think. At least I have seen a group of them in the lunchroom.

Lars: I mean, you often see them eating lunch together. Even those who 
are here more long term, they don’t learn Swedish either. But well, it is 
safe [for them] of course – to be in a group. 

In passing, both Jan and Lars described how they recognised Indian 
computer specialists in the lunchroom. When they are seen in a group, 
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through the managers’ eyes, their appearance makes them identifiable 
as Indian in the organisation. Therefore, associations with cultural dif-
ferences are projected onto brown bodies at the workplace. This type of 
visibility can be understood as the basic assumption from which Rohit 
instructed Indian workers to blend in, presumably to avoid negative visi-
bility. During their interviews, the white Swedish managers never talked 
about how Indian workers were taught how to blend in. Among these 
white Swedish managers, the reflexive position of cultural difference, and 
the emphasis on observing themselves in the global context of cultural 
difference, represented a morally legitimate way of talking about differ-
ences between Indian and Swedish cultures and people. Issues of race 
and the social relations of power, however, were not used as resources to 
construct an image of the arrangements of foreign labour in the Swedish 
industry. This silence around race and difference can therefore be under-
stood as a dimension of what constitutes a moral economy in the (white) 
Swedish IT industry. 

Feminist poststructuralist theories have described how indicators of 
race often cannot be understood as being stable or ‘fixed’ (see e.g. Ahmed 
2000). The contextual understanding of the constructions of race is es-
sential for analysing Indian computer specialists; a group of highly skilled 
migrants who are described as desirable by the Swedish industry. In the 
case described by Rohit, the associations of smells, texture, and place 
identified workers as Indian. In other words, food and clothes made Indi-
an workers visible and constructed them as different from Swedish work-
ers. In other contexts, difference may not be racialised in the same ways. 

Those who overcome difference – being cosmopolitan
As presented in the previous section, racialisation can be observed in the 
managers’ accounts by the ways in which Indian workers were described 
as being different from Swedish workers in the workplace in Sweden. The 
‘on site’ presence of Indian computer specialists was described as impor-
tant for internationalisation to work:

Lars: It is important, so that people get to know them. It is easier to 
work together after that, even if it is perhaps not the same people. 

According to the managers, transferring knowledge to specific members 
of an Indian team was one reason why mobility from India to Sweden was 
important. However, getting to know them, in Lars’ quote above, seems to 
relate to a general idea of Indian culture rather than to notions of friend-
ship with individual Indian workers. The Indian specialists who came to 
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Sweden were seen as representatives of Indian workers, and although 
they might not be the same people who continued to work on the pro-
ject after returning to India, the meeting was described as essential for 
successful internationalisation. Some Indian programmers and managers 
were described as better representatives than others: 

Jan: When you have been to Europe a few times, then it is likely that 
you become labelled as more senior. Because you know how to deal with 
different kinds of people, you have developed the soft skills.

Hanna: I work really well with him. He has been to Europe many times 
and has adapted to, you know, Western culture.

The ability to work together and make a good impression on Swedish 
colleagues and customers was associated with the international experi-
ence of the Indian IT workers. They were seen as being able to transcend 
cultural differences and act as interpreters between the Indian and the 
Swedish teams. The ‘soft skills’ of an Indian computer specialist who has 
been to Europe many times can be interpreted as ‘cosmopolitan skills’ – 
the ability to transcend cultural difference. The academic literature on 
cosmopolitanism has received criticism for not fully problematising the 
interconnections between Eurocentric or ‘Western’ definitions and the 
understanding of processes such as modernity, globalisation, and cos-
mopolitanism. The sociologist Gurminder Bhambra points out the dif-
ferences, especially between postcolonial perspectives and cosmopolitan 
scholarship:

What appears striking in not just the sociological, but also the wider 
academic literature on cosmopolitanism, is the extent to which ‘being 
cosmopolitan’ (as a practice) is associated with being in the West, and 
cosmopolitanism (as an idea) is seen as being of the West.  
(Bhambra 2011:314)

According to the Swedish managers, the Indian colleagues they described 
as Westernised had adopted these manners through working abroad, and 
although the Western qualities were not defined specifically, the ‘Western 
experience’ was central to how the managers talked about recruitment 
and collaboration in projects. Hence, there is an ambivalence in terms of 
how managers legitimise the focus on cultural difference that their work 
entails. On the one hand, the managers argue that everyone in the indus-
try needs to be cosmopolitan, and on the other hand being ‘in the West’ is 
considered an important experience that grants access to cosmopolitan 
manners.
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Mobility and careers – explaining the 
social context of Indian workers
The managers did not describe mobility as something that was demanded 
by Indian workers in the process of internationalisation. Instead, mobil-
ity was described as something that had a value to the Indian workers. 
The managers presented the opportunity to work abroad as a benefit that 
they could offer in order to find more competent developers, or to make 
sure that Indian workers did not leave a project for a job with more op-
portunities. 

Sara: We try to shift so that everyone in the team gets to travel to Swe-
den. And it doesn’t always work like that. But that would be fair. That 
everyone gets to go.

Hanna: For these people, well, if you have done a mission abroad you 
climb the hierarchy enormously when you return to India. It means that 
you can climb several steps on the ladder of your career. But then, after 
a while, they become picky. So we have to make an effort as a hosting 
nation. They do have very good experiences here, as it is now, but we 
can always get better. So that’s what we are working on now, that they 
should feel like part of our ordinary employees. 

The managers represented ‘being abroad’, and what it meant to Indian 
developers, as both an ordinary part of the job in a transnational organi-
sation, and as an opportunity that individual computer specialists invest-
ed greatly in. They described how they needed to understand, and relate 
to, the meaning that Indian workers ascribed to migration and mobility. 
In Hanna’s quote, this understanding was necessary for the internation-
alisation process to run smoothly without a high turnover rate of staff in 
the projects. Still, mobility was seen as part of a professional career rather 
than as a process with social and emotional consequences. In my inter-
view with Jonas, however, he touched upon other aspects of migration:

Jonas: It is about the career. Perhaps you are more senior if you are 
chosen. There are good economic benefits for those who go, too. They 
get allowances and we try to fix them up with their own household [in 
Sweden] so that they don’t have to go out to eat all the time. They can 
cook and save some money on that. So, that’s why it is attractive. It’s 
just like with people from the Philippines who send money home to the 
family, perhaps from the US. But with the older generation [in India], 
when they [the Indian computer specialists] come here for only three 
months and then return – they say; did you fail or what? They might 
expect more money.
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Jonas associated the mobility of Indian computer specialists with other 
types of migrant worker situations, for instance between the Philippines 
and the US. In this quote, the social and emotional context of mobility 
among Indian IT workers classifies them as migrants, although they are 
only in Sweden for a short period of time. By addressing Indian work-
ers as migrants, other types of vulnerabilities emerge in Jonas’ account; 
more than in most of the other managers’ descriptions. The importance 
of the personal and immediate economic context of mobility, for instance 
Swedish food costs, as well as the more long-term social expectations and 
emotional consequences of mobility, are examples of such vulnerabilities. 
By acknowledging these dimensions of mobility, Jonas incorporates these 
aspects in management’s responsibilities. The moral economy that Jonas 
constructs requires the Swedish managers’ empathy and their identifica-
tion with the migrants’ situation. 

Some social aspects of Indian IT workers’ mobility were also high-
lighted in other interviews, and concerned the practical arrangements 
within the company:

Hanna: Well, our housing market is awful. But it’s still cheaper than 
hotels. And they have company even if they are only here temporarily, 
they get friends so they don’t feel isolated and lonely. And they also get 
to choose if they want to bring family members. That’s part of the deal. 
Some have their wife and kids with them.
Karin: Even if it’s only for a few months?
Hanna: Yes, exactly. They don’t want to be without them. Someone 
actually brought their mother. I think that’s hilarious, we laughed so 
hard when we saw that application. The mother! So they get to do that, 
they have to make room of course, our apartments are not that big but it 
works when they are not here for that long. 

In this quote, the social and emotional aspects of mobility relate to the 
organisation, and to how the Swedish management and administration 
can accommodate the preferences of Indian workers. It is of course not 
surprising that managers talk about how they work with the social aspects 
of mobility in a work situation, rather than about the wider structural 
dimensions. The consequences of this organisational context, however, 
are interesting. When Hanna frames the Indian workers’ visits to Swe-
den as professional experiences, she also finds it funny, and perhaps a lit-
tle ridiculous, for a worker to bring a mother. Hanna views the migrant 
situation in relation to organisational relocation, rather than imagining 
the migrants’ social relations, economic arrangements, and emotion-
al strategies in relation to their temporary migration. Hanna describes 
how Swedish management strives to understand the needs of the Indian 
workers, and she presents this as a moral dimension of the company’s 
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arrangements. However, the organisation and the supply chain structure 
of production define the economic and normative boundaries for these 
needs. A situation in which personal relationships, eating habits, housing 
arrangements, and other aspects of personal life are arranged on behalf 
of an employer is also likely to affect how social and emotional needs can 
be expressed. The managers presented their acts of caring for the needs 
of the temporary Indian workers as being important, and they described 
how these needs should be defined by the Indian co-workers. The man-
agers did not, however, talk about their own position as associated with 
influence and power. In this sense, the moral economy was constructed 
in relation to the migrants’ expectations that naturally matched the ex-
pectations of the organisation, which, as Hanna’s account indicated, may 
not always be the case. 

Mediating intimacy, and the discipline of mobility
So far, the main focus of the analysis in this chapter has been to illustrate 
how managers viewed the presence of Indian workers in Swedish work-
places in relation to managing cultural difference, and how conflicts or 
uncomfortable feelings were talked about as something that can be avoid-
ed through the right managerial strategies. Yet, the management of dif-
ference that my informants talked about did not only concern immediate 
workplace interactions. Some of the managers, like Hanna in the previous 
section, described how managers gained insights into the personal lives 
of Indian computer specialists in Sweden while managing their mobili-
ty. Participant observations or in-depth interviews with Indian workers 
could give us more knowledge about the social consequences of mobility 
and about personal lives when these are arranged within a supply chain. 
In this study, by focusing on the ways in which managers make sense 
of their relations with temporary foreign workers, it is possible to look 
more closely at how the boundaries between work life and private life 
are drawn. My material did not contain many such accounts, but Hanna 
talked about a situation in which her company defined such a boundary:

Hanna: A fun example. Or it’s a horrible example. There was a woman 
and two guys who were here at the same time. A little misogynous you 
could say, these guys. They treated her worse than could be expected. 
They wanted her to cook and clean and all that. They had separate ac-
commodation. They were not married. But she would do the worst tasks 
on the project as well. But then we discovered this, and moreover, we 
saw that she was the one who did a good job. So then we sent the guys 
home and kept the girl. Prematurely. Because they simply did not act in 
a good way. And it’s a true story ... and she was better [at the work]. But 
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it was this, this ugly gender thing, as well. Indeed it still exists in Swe-
den, but it is perhaps even more evident in India. When they showed it 
off this clearly as well, how they think and feel, then it was quite nice to 
put a foot down.

The ways in which housing and personal relations are arranged through 
the organisation provides a setting in which managers gain access to and 
knowledge about other aspects of the employees’ lives. Although this is 
not the point of Hanna’s anecdote, this knowledge about who cooks and 
cleans is what led her to relate to the Indian workers in new ways; the 
men’s private lives establish proof of the misogynous ways in which they 
think and feel. Earlier in this chapter, I discussed how gender equality 
provided a value in management discourse; a value that was normally as-
sociated with Swedish culture. Although Hanna expresses how misogy-
nous attitudes are not exclusive to Indian men, culture is brought into 
the argument as an interpretative resource to explain what happened, 
why it happened, and why it was important for her to react. In this sense, 
evaluations of which differences are legitimate and which differences are 
not, become part of the management practices of mapping and defining 
cultural distinctions. 

Emotions are important to the ways that Hanna described how she 
evaluated the situation. Hanna described how it felt good to put her foot 
down in the face of the ‘ugly gender thing’. It may very well be that similar 
actions by white Swedish male workers would have generated the same 
emotions in Hanna, causing her to take measures. Perhaps it would be 
more difficult to do so, and that the main difference in relation to sending 
the Indian employees home was the practical aspect of mobility: that it 
was possible to send ‘the guys home’. Taken together, however, the con-
structions of cultural difference – the temporary presence of Indian work-
ers and the managers’ access to spaces outside the workplace – generate a 
situation where surveillance and discipline seem to take other forms, and 
seem to be morally justified in different ways for Indian workers than for 
Swedish employees. 

Indian labour in economic terms
So far in this chapter, I have discussed how cultural difference is con-
structed as an essential aspect of the internationalisation that dominated 
the management talk and, more specifically, the management of labour in 
international supply chains. Indian workers were positioned within the 
Swedish IT industry in a number of different ways: through repertoires 
of scientific models of national cultures, through racialised notions of be-
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longing, and through the control and discipline of mobile labour. Further-
more, I discussed how these perceptions of Indian workers in relation to 
cultural difference were expressed within specific positions of a supply 
chain, and how they therefore rest on specific economic relations. In this 
section, I extend this discussion and illustrate the interrelations of cul-
tural and economic notions of Indian workers.

In management discourse, cultural difference was often referred to in 
relation to management’s desire for efficiency and productivity. Cultur-
al difference was therefore categorised in relation to those aspects that 
were expected to bring value to the organisation, and to those aspects of 
culture that were considered to be problematic. However, these evalua-
tions of cultural difference were also described as depending directly on 
the supply chain structure. 

Jan: But with conflicts and problems in these projects, or with the 
clients, it’s like this: it’s always our fault. I mean, I’m sure it’s like this in 
most situations where there is a supplier. If someone is responsible for 
a specific task it is much easier to put the blame downwards, or away, to 
wherever you rent your services from. [pause]
Karin: Yes. So you mean. It’s not only about India but it’s about the 
chain of production. That when it’s outsourced it also creates a certain 
relationship between the client and…
Jan: Exactly. And a lot of the time, if we are close to a customer, and we 
have a lot of meetings with the customer, and we get all the informa-
tion… if we don’t communicate all that information [to the Indian team] 
so that everyone knows what’s going on, then it turns into that they, as 
people, they are like this…

In this quote, Jan positions himself as part of the supplier and described 
how blame, if a project doesn’t progress in a desirable way, is passed on 
‘downwards, or away’ in a supply chain. According to Jan, this position 
in the supply chain coincides with the position that Indians usually take 
as part of the supplier, and may have the effect of portraying Indians as 
people who ‘are like this’. Highlighting the asymmetric organisational re-
lations rather than the cultural relations, Jan also differentiated between 
himself as a supplier, and the Indian team as a supplier. Jan explains that 
a lack of information between a Swedish team that is ‘close’ to the cus-
tomer, and an Indian team that is further away, contributes to a situation 
where Indian workers are portrayed as the problem. In this quote, Jan 
describes how being Indian therefore coincides with inhabiting a position 
‘downwards, or away’ in a supply chain, both in relation to customers and 
Swedish teams, which reinforces notions of difference. The main conse-
quence of this co-constitution of organisation and internationalisation is 
how the position of Indian workers in the IT industry systematically coin-
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cides with a distant position in the supply chain, mirroring Wallerstein’s 
conceptualisation of a periphery (Wallerstein 2000). These relations 
cannot be understood as the result of either the cultural construction of 
the group ‘Indians’, or an organisational differentiation and asymmetry – 
they need to be understood as integrated processes of culture and econo-
my. Here, there is a loyalty between the manager of a supplying company 
and the Indian workers regarding any unfair evaluations that he observes. 
From his position in the supply chain, Jan criticises the amoral relations 
of responsibility and blame that characterise the economic relations be-
tween clients and their Indian teams.

The organisational differentiation within a supply chain is one aspect 
of the economy that I analyse in this thesis; an analysis that is centred on 
the managers’ accounts. When interpretative resources that concerned 
aspects of the economy were used, this pointed to a more complex way 
of understanding differences and similarities between economic regions 
and groups of workers than in those situations when managers only re-
ferred to national cultures. While Lars, whom I have referred to earlier in 
this chapter, explained the model of cultural difference to me, he elabo-
rated on how the difference between ‘live to work’ or ‘work to live’ should 
be understood.

Lars: I would explain it like this, that the Indians live much more com-
petitive lives. They want to show off, or show to colleagues that they are 
good. And in societies that are a little more insecure, with employment 
that…where it is easier to lose one’s job, then you have to show that 
you can do it. This is one of the reasons that they work long hours. You 
should be at the office before the boss comes, and leave after the boss 
leaves and this kind of thinking. And us Swedes, we don’t think like 
that. We are more laid back – we have the trade union and everything, 
MBL, [the Swedish co-determination act for working life]. It is almost 
difficult for companies to get rid of people, the way it is today, you could 
say. Well compared to India anyway. And we are not at all as driven [as 
the Indians] – that’s the difference too, what it says there: live to work – 
work to live. Then we are more work to live. 

As the social and economic contexts in which Indian IT workers are re-
cruited are brought into the repertoire of national cultural difference, 
cultural traits such as competitiveness are no longer considered natural 
and stable aspects of culture. Lars highlights the insecurity of Indian la-
bour markets, and the expectations of long working hours and the tough 
demands on the individual worker point at how the dominant interpreta-
tive repertoires of cultural difference cloud the potential recognition of 
inequalities. The celebration of Indian working culture that dominates 
the management discourse and is said to bring value to the service pro-
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duction, is also a reflection of economic global differentiation. Although 
there are many organisational processes in which managers manage dif-
ference – for instance as they attempt to overcome difference, mediate 
difference, discipline difference, or reproduce difference – the wider so-
cial context of the differences between India and Sweden presents dif-
ference as a structural prerequisite for the organisation of the industry. I 
return to this theme in the next section.

The presence of Indian workers in the Swedish IT industry can be 
constructed around cultural difference and can represent a moral econo-
my as long as political or economic power relations are excluded from the 
interpretative repertoires. In this sense, cultural difference can be used as 
a resource to indicate tolerance and economic efficiency in IT companies, 
rather than indicating transnational inequalities. 

Economic spaces – negotiating the differences 
between Sweden and India
The theoretical framework of global chains of production, or supply 
chains that link up labour from India to companies in Sweden, includes 
notions of space in the analyses. It does so by focusing not only on how 
Swedish and Indian labour is presented in management discourse, but 
also how this relates to the ways in which Sweden and India are posi-
tioned in these discourses. Several of the managers I talked to discussed 
how India was becoming expensive, and how the difference in terms of 
costs between Sweden and India was decreasing. 

Jan: My company is right now looking into the Philippines. We are also 
looking at China and so on.
Karin: Mm…
Jan: That’s in order to meet competition. All our competitors use off-
shore in their business design. If you have a large customer, a procure-
ment, then, well it depends on the business, but you might need at least 
70% offshoring. 70% of your workforce offshore. And the price tag, it 
increases also offshore. So you will have to start looking long term at 
other places. Inflation in India is calculated at 6%. Well, we take that 
into account. 
Karin: Yes, that’s a lot…
Jan: Yes. And many deals, like one we are working on right now, that’s a 
five-year agreement. 6% in five years, that hits pretty hard. 

Jan described how his company is searching for new offshore territories 
because India is becoming too expensive. According to Jan, there needs 
to be a significant difference in costs between Sweden and an offshore 
location, and inflation seems to threaten this difference with India. These 
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descriptions mirror David Harvey’s (2001) analyses of how a capitalist 
search for new locations generates the global expansion of production; 
the time–space compression of globalisation. 

Managing a supplier’s business strategies also includes the work of 
finding, defining, and marketing the places where labour is available. Pri-
or to my interview with the manager Andréas, I looked for information 
on his company’s website and found a notice about clients who visited a 
city in India that is well-known for its IT industry. On the website, I also 
found the names of representatives from the Swedish branch of the sup-
plying company that Andréas worked for. 

Karin: These trips. Is this something that you normally do, that you 
offer...
Andréas: Yes, just like I said before. To take it down from being about 
all these people to being about real people. See them, talk to them, 
touch them, listen to what they have accomplished. See Indians, see 
their inspiration and their passion. I mean, we have a 100% conversion - 
if we take a customer to India, we sell.

Andréas described the customers’ trips to India as an experience of get-
ting to know India and the Indian workers. He described these processes 
in rather intimate language, and argued that the trips were an opportu-
nity for customers to understand the emotional aspects of the Indian 
workers’ work – their inspiration and passion. Getting to know Indians 
as ‘real’ people, which Andréas emphasises as an opportunity for Swedish 
clients visiting India, aligns with the understanding of cultural difference, 
and the possibilities of overcoming difference, presented earlier in this 
chapter. However, in Andréas’ account, visiting India was not only about 
meeting specific people who were engaged in the project:

Karin: But, how are these trips organised. I mean …
Andréas: Well, I might be a control freak. But it should, this kind of 
trip should be a one hundred percent altogether positive experience. 
Everything. So I’m extremely detailed about that. But I believe in that, 
so I do it. If the car is supposed to come at 11.15 it should be there at 
11.15 sharp. This could be a bit of an exaggeration, ok, but this is really 
dangerous, right! Because if you go there and you get the impression 
that nothing works... everything should work! And well, it’s a country 
where the car might not show up at 11.15, but at 11.45, and that’s just 
something that happens, with traffic and all. But that’s not an option. 
The clients need to get the impression that everything works.

To Andréas, the practice of marketing Indian labour involves an active 
representation of space; for instance by presenting the Indian city as re-
liable, and by managing that impression in relation to the prospective cli-
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ents. Andréas describes his own work during these customer trips as that 
of controlling and creating a spatial context that produces the client’s 
imaginations of labour as being reliable and functional. The importance 
of perceptions and fantasies about labour has been documented in pre-
vious studies about service work (see e.g. Mulinari 2007) and does not 
mean that these images are false, but rather that they are aspects of how 
workers are valued for specific types of jobs. In relation to a supply chain 
analysis, the imaginations that Andréas sells can also be understood as a 
more specific type of management practice than that of influencing the 
consumption of services. As a supplier of labour, Andréas’ representation 
of India affects the mobilisation of labour within the supply chains. This 
is particularly interesting if we adopt a perspective on management talk 
as a practice (Wetherell and Potter 1992) that not only markets and sells 
but also manipulates and manages national and regional differences of la-
bour. When space and workers are represented in certain ways during 
customer trips, these management acts are likely to affect not only the 
performance of labour, but also the expectations of the Indian workers, 
whether similar to or different from Swedish workers.

Critical theories of globalisation, space, and networks often propose 
the exploitation of labour as being partly related to the relative spatial fix-
ity of workers (Harvey 2001) or of ‘the little people’ (Boltanski and Chia-
pello 2005). Whether temporary Indian labour in Sweden is perceived as 
being fixed or mobile in the management discourse is not obvious in the 
managers’ accounts. Although the presence of Indian workers at Swedish 
offices does seem to require certain administrative actions from my in-
formants, they consider the relocation of workers as a mere side-effect of 
economic integration. As Indian workers travel to Sweden they cease to 
contribute to the substantially lower costs that managers say the industry 
wants. Despite the increased presence of Indian workers in Sweden, the 
need for labour to remain in spaces that maintain a relative difference in 
terms of costs, may therefore indicate that labour is seen as being rela-
tively ‘fixed’ in these supply chains, compared to the mobile and flexible 
companies and markets (Chiapello and Boltanski 2005). 

In contrast to the importance of having Indian workers carry out the 
work in India to reduce the costs of production, the flexibility and mobil-
ity of companies and markets are also aspects of management discourse 
that have implications on how workers are valued. Sarah described how 
customers can think about where to locate service production:

Sarah: And I’m not saying that buying outsourcing services from India 
is buying a bad deal, but if you…you choose what to pay for a car and if 
you buy a Skoda then you can’t expect a Ferrari or another car… It’s con-



168

Managing Migrant Workers

nected with the price you pay, and you don’t go back to Skoda and com-
plain that this product doesn’t have the capacity of a Ferrari because you 
know you didn’t really buy…you didn’t pay for it.

Although several of the managers I interviewed challenged this perspec-
tive and described how they struggled to improve the general image of 
Indian labour, this quote by Sarah illustrates a fixed notion of differences 
in terms of price and quality. The ‘[lower] price you pay’ is presented as 
a feature of ‘Indian services’, which cannot be separated from the Indi-
an labour that performs those services. Getting what you pay for, in this 
case Indian services, therefore establishes a difference between Swedish 
and Indian quality that is bound to ‘stick’ to the workers who move be-
tween different situations. At the same time, there is a discursive tension 
between (a slow) upgrading of Indian values relative to Swedish values, 
which is reflected not only in how managers are ‘selling in’ Indian work-
ers, but also in the idea of Sweden as continuously developing a qualita-
tive advantage in a spatially high position in the supply chain. 

Analysing absences - anxiety and 
the circulation of emotions
Previously in this thesis I elaborated on the difficulties I had when I en-
tered this field of research, for instance the large number of contacts who 
declined to participate in the study. So far, I have explained this ‘silence’ 
in the material as the management of labour being regarded as confiden-
tial within the supply chain. I have also analysed these silences in terms 
of the fragmented responsibilities of supply chain actors that cause some 
managers to deny that they have a role in relation to labour. In my anal-
ysis, the silences can be understood as the absence of certain possible 
interpretations or interpretative moves (Wetherell and Potter 1992) that 
are analysed in spite of some managers declining to participate in the 
study. Labour was also presented in abstract ways, as shown in the pre-
vious chapter, and was discussed as being secondary to the location and 
the design of production strategies. Most managers were reluctant to 
talk about specific working conditions. The topic of salaries represented 
a dead-end in the interviews, with the managers referring to how such 
information could not be discussed with outsiders, or else disregarding it 
as an individual issue:

Emma: No but, they are not cheaper when they are here – you have to 
remember that. That saves us no money. And we have collective agree-
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ments, so that should be enough I think. But it’s complex with costs and 
we have no possibility of declaring numbers like that.

Jan: That’s individual; it depends on seniority, just like for everyone 
else.

Early into my fieldwork, I read an article in a trade union magazine, which 
illustrated the phenomenon of temporary migration that I was interested 
in studying. The article was particularly interesting, since the temporary 
migration of Indian workers, and the specific conditions of their mobility, 
was generally difficult to address in the interviews. The article offered a 
point of reference that did not solely rest on managers’ accounts. The 
journalist who wrote the article had interviewed several Indian IT spe-
cialists who worked temporarily at a large company in Sweden (Lundbäck 
2010). The article concluded that information about the real compensa-
tion of Indian IT workers in Sweden is difficult to obtain, and that both 
companies and workers are very reluctant to talk about money (2010: 
43). The avoidance of certain topics, and the absence of a certain type of 
talk in my material, was confirmed by this article. Yet there seemed to be 
more dimensions to the absence of certain topics. This is how the jour-
nalist described the interviews with some of the Indian workers:

With us is a woman from the communication department of the compa-
ny. She wants to make sure that the purpose of the article is not to dis-
close business secrets or depict [the company] as job thieves. Perhaps 
they have bad experiences from the USA where the advances of India in 
the IT area has caused bitterness among many Americans who have seen 
their jobs disappear to Indian IT cities such as Bangalore and Hydera-
bad. We wouldn’t want to cause a bad atmosphere, she says smiling.

This description reflects the same observations I made during the in-
terviews concerning how my informants carefully managed their lan-
guage and the topics, especially when the interviews addressed labour. 
The references to a potentially ‘bad atmosphere’, and the surveillance of 
information, seemed to be related to the experiences I had during my 
fieldwork. I interviewed the manager Anna, who was working for a large 
supplying corporation, and wanted to know more about what managers 
in the industry could not talk about: 

Karin: When I ask these large companies, who I know work with a lot of 
people from India in the projects, they say that they don’t want to talk 
about that in interviews…
Anna: Maybe I shouldn’t be here talking to you either [laugh] [pause] 
No, but it’s probably a bit…ugly…in a way. Still. It can very well be that 
we are helping to reduce the number of Swedish job opportunities, for 
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sure, but on the other hand, we have even more…the market situation. 
You can’t avoid it.

The laughter was followed by an awkward pause as Anna looked at me as 
though she really did hesitate about how she should continue speaking to 
me after what she said about offshoring and temporary labour migration 
being ‘a bit ugly’. These associations kept recurring in my interviews, as 
these two quotes illustrate:

Andréas: You have to be careful sometimes when it comes to offshoring, 
that it is a bit of a sensitive subject to some folks. 

Roger: Well we have to know how to bring it up so that we avoid stirring 
up any emotions unnecessarily. 

The managers described a sense of threat in relation to offshoring. Yet 
they often ascribed the experience of such a threat to others; to those 
for whom this is sensitive and to those who are afraid that Swedish jobs 
will disappear. There was an awareness of emotions among the managers; 
emotions that could perhaps be best represented by a broad definition 
of anxiety. Andréas and Roger related to these anxious emotions in even 
more specific ways by acknowledging how they attempted to manage their 
reactions by being careful or thinking about how they talked about off-
shoring. 

The avoidance of anxious feelings seemed to explain much of the si-
lences in my interviews around Indian labour, and why labour migration 
was almost exclusively addressed in terms of internationalisation and 
cultural difference. Yet anxious emotions, especially as they were never 
described as the feelings of the person who was talking but rather the 
anxiety of others, was a difficult theme to analyse. How can one ask fol-
low-up questions, or find definitions for this anxiety through interviews? 
Like several other theorists in the field of affect theory, feminist and post-
colonial researcher Sara Ahmed is interested in what feelings do rather 
than what they are (Ahmed 2004a: 9). ‘In my model of sociality’, Ahmed 
writes, ‘I suggest that emotions create the very effect of the surfaces and 
boundaries that allow us to distinguish an inside and an outside in the first 
place’ (2004a: 10). Ahmed directs our attention towards thinking about 
emotion, like all action she says, as reaction. The processes she focuses 
on in her affective analyses are the processes that act upon, that affect, 
something. The subtle emotions of anxiety referred to in the managers’ 
quotes above can be thought to further enforce the boundaries between 
Sweden and the outside, between Swedish jobs and other jobs, between 
Swedes and Indians. I experienced these boundaries during my fieldwork, 
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especially as I crossed them by asking uncomfortable questions, although 
they were not acknowledged through discussion. 

With the help of Sara Ahmed, if we think about anxiety as a feeling 
that circulates in the Swedish IT industry, where internationalisation is 
accelerating, then it is the movement – the ways in which these feelings 
of a vague threat pass by – that reproduces the emotion. Yet these feel-
ings do not affect all subjects in the same way. Anxiety is likely to stick 
to certain subjects, to ‘Indians’ for instance, who come to represent the 
threat of economic restructuring. This perspective on the theorisation 
of emotions, which Sara Ahmed presents, extends a notion of a moral 
economy to incorporate not only the ways in which right and wrong are 
explicitly expressed in management talk, but also the feelings that cause 
certain topics to be avoided; to be left in silence. 

Moral economy is a useful framework in this analysis since it points 
out how emotions not only circulate but are also included in management 
discourse as something that can be actively managed. The managers are 
aware of, and attempt to address, emotional reactions in their practice 
as managers. The moral negotiations of the economic arrangements can 
therefore be understood as on-going. However, the threat of a ‘bad at-
mosphere’, the fear of causing discomfort or stirring up emotions, also in-
dicates that the internationalisation of today’s Swedish IT industry is not 
characterised by acute or heated emotions, but rather by the latent and 
underlying risks of discomfort and potential negative economic effects.

Managing emotions and navigating anxiety in the New Economy
Managing emotions was a prominent theme in my interview with the 
Swedish manager Andréas. During the past few years, he had given a great 
deal of thought to how a transition towards global delivery could be han-
dled smoothly in relation to Swedish staff:

Andréas: We have a unit in the US […] if you look back, I have tried 
to learn a lot from them, if you look back five years, or maybe seven 
years, when they started with global delivery, much with India, then 
they had problems with their employees. You think, or I think, precon-
ceived opinions [about] the US, everything there is like, they are multi 
global, they like other cultures. But they have huge problems with their 
employees. Like, ‘no I DON’T want to do this, [they] will take our jobs’. 
What we see now is that the US is stronger than ever, they are greater in 
terms of numbers of American employees, and they make more money 
than ever. And they say themselves that without this opportunity to 
compete in different fields than the competitors they would have been 
totally over. So that is somehow, why we do this. And where do I want 
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to get with this really… No, but I think this is a good foundation for our 
discussion…

Andréas argued that the fear that American employees felt in the face 
of the threat of global delivery was irrational, since only embracing in-
ternationalisation can overcome economic failure. Viewing others’ fears 
as irrational, Andréas uses interpretative resources of the nature of the 
market, more specifically of competition. He also refers to the notion of 
a bigger picture, seeing the future of jobs rather than the potential loss 
of individual jobs. Emotions are seen as something that can be countered 
with the arguments of progress and market growth, where the boundaries 
are not drawn between jobs in different regions of the world, but rather 
between different corporations. Andréas described the same ‘failing logic’ 
in Sweden:

Andréas: We can’t say that we don’t have that challenge with our 
consultants, just like the Americans, that they stand up and say that 
this is wrong. They say, when you talk to each other, but we should have 
the jobs here. But ok, we could manage these ten jobs that we have 
here until there’s one left. Ok, so that’s fun. And I’m not saying that my 
colleagues are Sweden Democrats but it’s the same, the logic fails. If we 
don’t grow, we die. And that goes for companies, people and countries.

 This interpretative repertoire of internationalisation rests upon notions 
of the economy and of progress. In relation to these economic develop-
ments, Andréas suggests that certain mind-sets and certain emotional 
responses are more suitable and functional than others. He emphasised 
that he was not saying that his colleagues were Sweden Democrats. I in-
terpret this statement as establishing that being labelled as a Sweden 
Democrat – a Swedish, xenophobic/racist, nationalist political position – 
is an unwanted recognition. But how can we understand the characterisa-
tion of the Swedish IT worker in this quote? Chris Haylett argues that the 
political notions of cultural hybridity and multiculturalism are grounded 
in an individualist culture and neoliberal economy (Haylett 2001: 365). 
Multiculturalism, Haylett continues, is performed and operates as capital 
for the middle class, partly by cultivating liberal views of ‘ethnic others’ 
(ibid.). Although Swedish IT workers do not represent an undervalued 
working class, the value of a cosmopolitan position is centred in Andréas’ 
quote – and he wishes to extend the embrace of neoliberal globalisation 
to his colleagues. I position Andréas’ ambivalence towards his colleagues’ 
reluctance in the face of economic globalisation within this discourse of 
national multiculturalism and global cosmopolitanism. Racism and the 
fear of economic globalisation, or ‘being a Sweden Democrat’, are not 
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compatible with being proper and respectable in the moral economy of 
internationalisation that Andréas, and the other managers, represent as 
they manage projects of global delivery. Andréas emphasised that the 
middle class he speaks about – his colleagues – are not determined to take 
such a position, but rather they are at risk of ending up outside cosmopol-
itanism by not fully embracing its ideals. The logic, Andréas continues, is 
the same, and is based on fear and the threat of competition from outside. 
In my interpretation, the failing logic that Andréas refers to is the inabil-
ity to adapt to globalisation, and a mind-set that is characterised as being 
backwards or unmodern.

Craig Calhoun has addressed how cosmopolitan values rest on ma-
terial ground as part of an ideology of economic globalisation (Calhoun 
2007, 2008). Andréas’ statement, ‘If we don’t grow, we die. And that goes 
for companies, people and countries’, creates a connection between 
global capitalism, global competition of nations, and competitive indi-
vidualism. Calhoun reflects critically on how these discourses of cosmo-
politanism have come to dominate the ethical, political, and sociological 
perspectives on globalisation. Although cosmopolitanism can mean many 
different things, it is generally a critique of particularistic or nationalis-
tic notions of belonging (ibid.). Yet referring to cosmopolitanism often 
conceals what belonging would mean in such a version of citizenship and 
globalisation. ‘The markets, the migrations, and the media that encourage 
and shape cosmopolitanism are not simply responses to individual taste 
or morality but creatures of capitalism’, Calhoun continues (2008: 434). 
It is within this discourse of capitalism that a cosmopolitan mind-set, 
which does not acknowledge that globalisation may not be equally em-
powering to all people, and which may rest on economic inequalities, is 
regarded as the only moral position to take. 

The silences regarding labour conditions, and the economic differ-
ences between Indian and Swedish workers in the managers’ interviews, 
illustrate how the cosmopolitan subject position is constructed only in 
relation to culture. This can be analysed in the context of there being no 
possible subject position in these cosmopolitan interpretative repertoires 
that refuses to embrace the arrangements of internationalisation in the 
IT industry – or at least no subject position that can still be incorporated 
into the interpretative repertoire of a (globalised) moral economy. So, 
when there are potential clients or employees who resist offshoring, who 
want to keep ‘Swedish jobs in Sweden’, this gives rise to anxiety and am-
bivalence in relation to the status quo of the moral economy of cosmo-
politanism. This can be illustrated by how the manager Hanna related to 
the increasing influence of offshoring within her company, and how she 
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felt that she could understand her ambivalent feelings towards offshor-
ing:

Hanna: I mean, I don’t even know where I will be in a year, if they will 
be happy with my results. And my job could very well be one of those 
jobs disappearing.

The managers do not escape anxiety and worry in the face of economic 
restructurings, yet the strong encouragement to manage these emotions 
dominated the management discourse. The managers are positioned 
within complex global production networks in which management and 
business knowledge are concerned with understanding and legitimising 
the arrangements of capitalism and the locations where value is added 
within a framework of competition (Harvey 2000). Cosmopolitan values 
can be understood as an interpretative resource to legitimise the eco-
nomic arrangements in the supply chain. There are similarities between 
the notions of cosmopolitan values and connexionist values. Taking an 
interest in management literature, Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) argue 
that managers in particular need to identify with the connexionist values 
of today’s capitalism. In order to do so, the values must fulfil the desires 
for both autonomy and security – seemingly contradictory desires (ibid.). 
Yet it is within this contradictory notion of moral arrangements that we 
can understand the managers’ arguments in relation to cosmopolitanism: 
that the consistent progress of global diversity will provide stability and 
security, while the ability of individuals to be flexible and mobile allows 
them the freedom to connect to new networks and new opportunities. 
The ways in which Andréas presented his arguments, with much passion 
and emotional investment, can be thought of as reflecting how he actively 
manages feelings in his own organisation. The mobility of Indian workers 
plays a central role in this emotion management. 

Andréas: So you have to show that it works and, most of all, and it’s the 
same thing with our clients… If you talk about India, India is like twelve 
hundred million [people], or thirteen hundred [million]. Well, those big 
numbers, they have to come down to Amit here. He is sitting here. Talk 
to Amit about what he does during the day. That is, you have to person-
alise the whole experience for both our employees and for customers.

In this quote, Andréas presents meeting with Indian workers as a situa-
tion in which negative emotions decrease; that Indian faces in the Swed-
ish offices personalise an experience of internationalisation and make 
it less threatening. Although Andréas was unusually consistent in his 
rhetorical support of global integration, compared to some of the other 
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managers, the importance of personal face-to-face meetings with Indian 
workers recurred in all of my interviews. 

Although the mobility of workers was often considered a by-product 
of internationalisation in the managers’ accounts, the moral economy 
in which differences between groups of workers needed to be explained 
and ‘overcome’, both organisationally and emotionally, is dependent of 
the presence of Indian workers in Sweden. ‘Amit here’ is used as a projec-
tion surface that reflects a central aspect of the work that managers do. 
While intellectuals and social scientists have viewed good arguments as 
the main tool for change, which could give managers an important role in 
affecting migration policy, emotions more often seem to explain the rapid 
shifts of what ‘feels right’ (Wetherell 2012: 141), or the lack of influence 
of such arguments (Berlant 2011). The value of Indian workers not only 
depends on the organisational and public work of managers to influence 
opinions one way or the other, it also depends on the larger structures of 
the economy and culture, which managers actively relate to, align with, or 
attempt to counter as they market Indian workers in Sweden. 

In this chapter, I have discussed how cultural difference between In-
dian and Swedish organisations and workers constitute the dominant 
interpretative repertoire that morally justifies how managers work with 
offshoring and with global delivery. Their role in the supply chain is to 
calculate the costs and benefits of differences between India and Swe-
den, both in terms of culture and in terms of salaries. I have argued that 
the emphasis on cultural difference in management discourse has various 
effects, and presents Indian workers as inferior and as being particular-
ly productive in the international IT industry, but also presents them to 
Swedish organisations as ‘other’. Furthermore, the focus on culture has 
the effect of silencing arguments and interpretations of economic ine-
qualities, what I have referred to as ‘an interpretative repertoire of cos-
mopolitanism’. I argued that one aspect of the moral economy of Indian 
labour in the Swedish IT industry concerns the anxiety that economic 
competition and unequal benefits of globalisation give rise to. The man-
agers need to manage these emotions by avoiding certain topics and by 
‘personalising’ internationalisation through presenting and representing 
Indian workers.

In the next chapter, I summarise the analysis of the two case studies. 
Presenting the main points from both the wild berry industry and the IT 
industry allows me to discuss some dimensions of the moral economy of 
current migration politics that address both low-skilled and high-skilled 
workers. 
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In this concluding chapter, I begin by providing a short overview of the 
thesis so far, and then discuss the similarities and differences concerning 
the two case studies: the wild berry industry and the IT industry. Finally, 
I end the chapter by drawing some more general conclusions, and set-
ting the study in a wider context. I especially focus on the importance of 
employers and managers in the study of temporary migration within a 
context of economic globalisation.

In the first chapter, I introduced the core of the thesis, focusing in 
particular on how the process of selecting and managing temporary mi-
grant workers can be seen as a characteristic feature of current migration 
regimes in the EU and in Sweden. I presented the main aim of this thesis: 
to centre employer practices with a focus on how managers talk about 
temporary workers, and by doing this, to theorise about the economy of 
temporary labour migration. Through additional research questions I de-
fined the aim of the thesis in relation to the moral dimensions of this 
labour economy by asking how managers in the Swedish wild berry indus-
try and the Swedish IT industry justify their reliance on foreign workers. 

In Chapter 2, I presented previous research that addressed the nexus 
of migration and citizenship in relation to labour migrants in general, and 
to temporary or circular migrants in particular. I described how citizen-
ship is characterised by the processes of social inclusion and social ex-
clusion that target different migrant groups in different ways in relation 
to shifting notions of who can be considered to be a valuable member 
of the citizenship community (Anderson 2013). I argued that the role of 
employers has been studied in relation to earlier systems of labour mi-
gration, but that current migration research tends to focus on a debate 
concerning the dominance of nation states or of transnational practices 
for defining migrant membership. 

After presenting previous research on citizenship and migration poli-
tics, I introduced my theoretical framework in Chapter 3. In this chapter, 
I discussed theories that could facilitate a conceptualisation of employers 
and managers in relation to economic globalisation. I especially discussed 
theories of international production, and proposed how supply-chain 
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capitalism represented a particularly suitable concept for understand-
ing the structure of the recruitment, supervision, and management of 
temporary foreign workers in the Swedish wild berry industry and the 
Swedish IT industry. In this chapter, I also introduced ‘moral economy’ 
as a central theoretical concept to capture how practices of justification, 
based on notions of race, ethnicity, gender, or citizenship, for instance, 
are integrated with economic practices. Further, I discussed how I could 
approach the effects of the interactions between the practices of justi-
fication and economic logic when comparing certain groups of workers 
with others. Towards the end of the theoretical chapter, I considered the 
relation between language, which I referred to as ‘management talk’, and 
management practice. I discussed this in relation to the normative na-
ture of moral economy compared to management discourse, as well as 
in relation to the role of emotions when trying to make sense of which 
economic arrangements are to be considered fair and right.

In Chapter 4, I described the ethnographic research process that led to 
finding informants for this study – my sources of information for the two 
case study industries – as well as finding the right concepts to work with 
regarding both economic processes and migration policy. I discussed 
whether studying ‘up’ constituted a dilemma in the research process, and 
how the informants’ own concepts could be understood with regard to my 
research questions. I also described how the interviews were performed, 
and the analytical strategies that I used in order to make sense of the ma-
terial. I described the specific approach I used to analyse the discourses 
by focusing on interpretative resources and repertoires in the managers’ 
language as they talked about their industries, the migrant workers, and 
their own work as managers. 

In the following sections I discuss the main themes in the analyti-
cal Chapters 5 to 8, and consider management discourse in the two case 
studies together.

The moral economy of managing 
temporary migrant workers
In exploring how managers talk about workers from Thailand in the wild 
berry industry and workers from India in the IT industry, this study has 
attempted to develop an analytical framework that centres on the role 
of employers in migration processes. Managers, as employer representa-
tives, are positioned differently due to both the particularities of the in-
dustries and the specific positions in the supply chain that they represent, 
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as well as how they use interpretative resources of various kinds to make 
sense of their activities in relation to migrant workers. 

Chapters 5 and 6 analyse the moral economy of managing temporary 
migrant workers in the wild berry industry, and Chapters 7 and 8 analyse 
these practices within the Swedish IT industry. In retrospect, this strate-
gy of selecting two very different industries for my case studies, created 
certain difficulties in the general theoretical framework on the one hand, 
as they emphasised different issues. On the other hand, the strategy pro-
vided me with material that, when analysed, not only showed differences 
between the industries but also certain similarities. In this final chapter, 
I bring together some of the points from the two case studies to demon-
strate variances and convergences of the global supply chains of two dif-
ferent sectors. I structure the discussion in short subsections through a 
set of themes from the analytical chapters that became central points for 
my arguments.

Supply chains as the economic setting
The supply chain structures of the two industries were prominent themes 
among the managers of both wild berry production and IT services. In 
fact, in both industries, managers emphasised how the presence of Thai 
or Indian workers could not be explained without an understanding of an 
on-going process of internationalisation, based on the processes of out-
sourcing. The emergence of these supply chains were however described 
in different ways.

In the wild berry industry, as the managers described, the Thai berry 
pickers themselves were the starting point for how the supply chain struc-
ture developed. Because Thai pickers had entered the seasonal wild berry 
labour market as pickers, through kinship and transnational networks, a 
new industry emerged. According to the berry company managers, the 
ability to manage Thai workers specifically, which was described as de-
pending on gaining legitimacy in relation to regulations and policy mak-
ers as well as for the pickers themselves, constituted the main resources 
of supply chain success. In terms of the proportion of work permits that 
are issued in Swedish industries every year, the reliance on foreign work-
ers in the IT industry is dominated by Indian nationals almost as much 
as the wild berry industry is dominated by Thai workers. However, in the 
IT industry, the management discourse did not specifically ascribe the 
emergence of supply chains to the role of Indian workers. Instead, man-
agers talked more broadly about the processes of internationalisation and 
offshoring. Although the specific ability to manage Indian workers was a 
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prominent theme in the interviews, which I return to in the section on 
cultural difference below, the framing of the supply chain in the manage-
ment discourse did not disclose any references to specific nationalities 
or ethnicities in the IT industry. I argue that this difference of emphasis 
on ethnicity, nationality, and race can be understood in relation to the 
different identities that computer specialists and berry pickers are given 
in relation to class. This is discussed further below.

The managers who participated in this study represented suppliers 
who sold berries or IT services to distributors or clients. There were 
many similarities in how these relations were described in the two cases. 
First, these managers described the distributors of wild berries, as well as 
the companies who bought IT services or manpower, as being detached 
from the moral responsibility for, or interest in, the workers. This con-
stituted a moral theme in the wild berry industry, where berry company 
managers advocated the increased accountability of the distributors. In 
the IT industry, the managers talked less explicitly about these relations. 
Instead, the detachment of the clients from labour and from the working 
conditions was presented as a legitimate position inherent in the supply 
chain. These relations also defined the role of the managers in the sup-
plying companies: they sold services and workers’ labour. Managers of 
suppliers in both industries expressed loyalty with subcontractors both 
in Thailand and in India. Asymmetric relations were also made visible as 
the managers described the difficulties for subcontractors in Thailand or 
India to gain legitimacy in relation to Swedish actors. The managers fur-
ther described how they were dependent on functional cooperation with 
their partners in Thailand or India, yet they were also dependent on the 
demarcation of a certain niche in the global economy. Their knowledge 
about the Swedish market, and their ability to sell the labour of Indian 
or Thai workers in a respectable manner, provided a foundation for their 
role in the supply chains. This also identified tensions in the material 
since temporary workers were portrayed as having a greater or lesser val-
ue than Swedish workers, or being more or less a ‘perfect match’ with the 
Swedish labour market, depending on which position in the supply chain 
managers referred to. 

In relation to both these industries, it was apparent that the supplying 
companies had an interest in participating in a study of the presence of 
Thai and Indian workers in the Swedish labour market. This was in con-
trast to the representatives of the wild berry distributors and the IT cli-
ents who declined offers to participate. To my informants, these workers 
represented a commodity that needed to be marketed. The managers of 
the berry companies were dependent on describing Thai berry pickers as 
particularly suitable for labour in the Swedish wild berry industry in order 
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to legitimise favourable state regulation. The managers of the supplying 
companies in the IT industry, on the other hand, had an interest in in-
creasing the value of Indian workers, particularly among potential clients 
in order to increase their market for offshoring. Thus, the interpretative 
repertoires of the moral economy that I observed had, to some extent, 
different intended audiences in the two case studies: for wild berry man-
agers, the audience was policymakers and the media, while for the man-
agers in the IT industry the audience was mainly other Swedish actors in 
the industry.

Managers in both these industries emphasised economic transnation-
al connections when they described their investment in functioning sup-
ply chains. In both these industries, the activities of the Thai and Indian 
workers matched the organisational and economic efforts of their man-
agers. This had implications for how the mobility of the workers came to 
be a secondary issue for these supply chains, rather than a central compo-
nent in the development of international production. In the management 
discourse, the emphasis on this transnational match abstracted the no-
tions of relocation or travelling and what that meant for individual work-
ers; neither the Thai berry pickers nor the Indian computer specialists 
were talked about as migrants. 

Constructions of mobility: circulation 
and possibilities of moving ‘up’
Managers avoided seeing the Thai berry pickers and the Indian computer 
specialists as migrants, and this was one of the strongest themes of the 
analysis in this thesis. I have presented how managers talked about the 
presence of Thai berry pickers in Sweden as a practice that filled a void 
for them in relation to their economic activities in Thailand. Within an in-
terpretative repertoire that, in practice, corresponded to the discourse of 
circular migration, the mobility of workers was viewed as being perfectly 
integrated with their lives in Thailand, both in terms of breadwinning and 
of reproduction. In Chapter 6, I engaged critically with this perception 
of mobility, since it also has the effect of obscuring an understanding of 
migrant vulnerability. Within the IT industry, the temporary mobility of 
Indian IT workers was not talked about as ‘circular migration’ but as a 
symptom of increased offshoring of IT services in Sweden, which I ana-
lysed as a management focus on internationalisation, and discussed later 
in Chapters 7 and 8. The effect was that Indian computer specialists were 
not viewed as migrants but were assumed to represent Indian labour or 
to represent an Indian office when they were in Sweden.  
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In relation to both case studies, mobility rather than migration pro-
vided a terminology that was easier to integrate with the analysis. Fur-
thermore, the emphasis on the temporary character of this mobility had 
the effect of positioning both Indian and Thai workers outside the ‘nor-
mal’ Swedish labour market. When IT managers talked about the com-
mon features of Swedish and Indian workers, the interpretative reper-
toire of internationalisation characterised all workers as being included 
in this global workforce (compare Kofman 2013). Still, when managers 
talked about the organisational challenges of offshoring it was clear that 
most of the Indian workers were seen as ‘belonging’ in India. Globalisa-
tion did not mainly define the workers, it also defined the identity of the 
supply chain network. Thai berry pickers were exclusively viewed as ex-
ceptions to the Swedish labour market and were not included in any dis-
course of globalisation; they were instead included as part of the specific 
transnational relation between Norrland (the northern part of Sweden) 
and the rural regions of Thailand, where most of them came from. This 
exception to the Swedish labour market characterised Thai berry picking 
as something other than a migration phenomenon linked to issues of cit-
izenship and inclusion, and thus ruled out that this mobility might have 
wider social implications for Sweden. Similarly, the mobility of Indian 
computer specialists was viewed as a practice within organisations rather 
than within wider social or cultural contexts, and hence was not talked 
about as a phenomenon that was affected by citizenship differentiation.  
Thus, in both case studies, citizenship and citizenship rights were firmly 
connected with being Thai or Indian.

Within the discourse of circular migration, which corresponded to 
how the managers perceived the mobility of Thai berry pickers, there 
was an emphasis on the development and upward mobility of the mi-
grant workers. Managers often pointed out how berry pickers invested 
the money they earned in order to have a better life. Still, their circu-
lation was assumed to be on-going and a continuing process; there was 
an expectation that the berry pickers would return to Sweden year after 
year. In contrast, the mobility of Indian computer specialists was seen as 
something that was likely to change for the individual. According to the 
managers, IT workers’ international experience leads to socio-economic 
mobility in terms of improved careers. Therefore, although Thai berry 
pickers as well as Indian computer specialists are positioned outside the 
‘normal’ Swedish labour market, and though both groups are far removed 
from Swedish citizenship rights, they are situated differently in relation 
to mobility within the global economy. 
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Constitutive diversity: culture, race, gender and nations
Anna Tsing (2012, 2015) argues that capitalism is constituted by diversity; 
the exploitation of non-work identities and the complexity of difference 
between workers is not an exemption from a normal system of produc-
tion, but rather a prerequisite for its reproduction. In supply-chain cap-
italism, Tsing argues, the niche structure of the economy and of labour 
is enhanced (2012). This type of diversity also comprised the central 
themes in the interviews with managers from both the wild berry and the 
IT industry, as they explained the role of foreign labour in relation to the 
particular niche that they worked in.

The supervision and management of Thai and Indian labour was ex-
plained with references to specific aspects of their cultures. Management 
knowledge about these cultures was described as being prerequisite for 
a successful match between Thai or Indian workers and the Swedish la-
bour market. Cultural difference in relation to Thai berry pickers was 
constructed as absolute, and was used to explain how inclusion in the 
normal Swedish labour market was not possible. Paired with the racial-
ised notions of Thai workers being physically suited to berry picking, as 
well as references to the lives of Thai peasants who could not fit into 
Swedish life styles, these workers were consistently identified as belong-
ing to Thailand. The focus on culture in the IT industry was a prominent 
theme, yet was more ambivalent in terms of difference. Through a cosmo-
politan interpretative repertoire which targeted the chauvinism of all cul-
tures in the organisational internationalisation process and supply chain 
cooperation, both Indian and Swedish workers were perceived as being 
potentially included in a global labour market. In relation to the Swed-
ish workplace, however, the perception of race and difference in terms 
of gendered cultural identities constituted ways in which managers did 
mark a difference and did point out obstacles to the inclusion of Indian 
workers. Several differences between Indian and Swedish workers that 
the managers labelled as ‘cultural’ also referred to different expectations 
regarding work and the economies of India and Sweden. The good work 
ethic and long working hours, which managers ascribed to Indian workers 
as positive values, made visible a spatial difference and an asymmetry be-
tween expectations and standards in India compared with Sweden. 

The construction of diversity did not only concern labour but also 
concerned the different geographical spaces involved with the supply 
chains. The differences between Sweden and Thailand or India were cen-
tral components in the moral economy of both berry picking and IT work, 
although in different ways. Working groups of Thai berry pickers were 
talked about as having a matching, permanent life in Thailand. The con-
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dition under which they were in Sweden could only be justified as long as 
they were in circulation. In general, berry pickers were viewed as being so 
different to workers in Sweden that relatively little surveillance of their 
migration was needed. This was perceived as a positive value when mobi-
lising them as labour. The social notions of where Thai workers fitted in 
were however made more ambivalent in relation to the gendered aspects 
of mobility. Female Thai berry pickers were, for instance, thought of as 
potential subjects of marriage or partnership in Sweden, which therefore 
required a particular kind of control and surveillance. The lower cost of 
IT services in India was the foundation of the arrangements in the IT 
industry. Therefore, the differences between these two geographical lo-
cations were apparent in how the managers talked about labour at a more 
general level. Individual Indian workers were, however, not seen as be-
longing permanently in India in any way comparable to the way that Thai 
workers belonged to Thailand. Within the cosmopolitan interpretative 
repertoire, the ability to overcome cultural difference was seen as a per-
sonal skill that allowed workers to transcend differences and geographi-
cal locations, for instance by building an international career or moving 
to the US. Managers in the Swedish IT industry did not talk about control 
or surveillance of the Indian workers in terms of their mobility. This can 
be understood in relation to how managers talked about the migration 
control of workers – who were only mobile within an international organ-
isational structure – as illegitimate. They also argued that Indian workers 
who worked in Sweden for longer periods had earned this opportunity 
through a moral system of a working life meritocracy. In summary, it was 
possible for computer specialists from India to transcend socio-econom-
ic differences of class when working in Sweden, but it was not possible 
for the Thai berry pickers to overcome these differences, except, perhaps, 
through marriage or partnership. 

The articulation of differences also generated, and was generated by, 
emotions when managers talked about the Thai and Indian workers. A 
sense of entitlement in relation to asymmetric relations between Sweden 
and other regions, were for instance based on the recognition of cultural 
difference in the IT industry where Indian workers were talked about as 
being less autonomous than Swedish workers. Feelings of empathy were 
emphasised when managers argued that what the Thai workers wanted in 
order to improve their lives could never be compared with what Swedish 
people appreciated, but that they, as managers, were able to see things 
from a Thai perspective. In order to analyse the role of emotions, the 
theoretical framework of moral economy was essential.

In contrast to studies of moral economy that found how different 
moral attitudes corresponded to middle or working classes within na-
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tions (Sayer 2005; Svallfors 2006), or in relation to the moral legitimacy 
of white privilege (Garner 2015), or attitudes towards migrants (Lamont 
2000), the perspective on transnational supply chains emphasises frag-
mentation rather than continuity. A consequence of this is that a supply 
chain perspective gives rise to a certain decentralisation of a moral econo-
my. When analysing certain themes I have observed differences based on 
race or colonial ‘othering’, for instance when IT managers talked about 
the workplace in a way that made visible how Indian computer specialists 
were made into ‘others’ in relation to their appearance, or how the Thai 
body was described as particularly suitable for hard labour. I have also 
observed how asymmetric socio-economic differences were constructed 
as static and natural, especially in relation to Thailand but also to some 
extent in relation to India. However, the economic transactions of labour 
and compensation, and the negotiations around working conditions and 
the value of a service, also change these relations. In both the wild ber-
ry industry and the IT industry, I observed how management discourse 
could not be reduced to devaluing racial or national ‘others’. Several man-
agers did, for instance, talk about India as a region that could no longer be 
regarded as backward and traditional compared with Western countries. 
With regard to Thai berry pickers, the managers argued for the support 
of the Thai workers’ own preferences in both regulations and the supply 
chain arrangements, which can be thought of as an alignment with dis-
courses of empowerment. In the IT industry, some of the managers ac-
tively worked to support the legitimacy of Indian labour in terms of gain-
ing a more dominant position than Swedish labour in the global market. 

In my material, the relational identities in the moral economy are me-
diated through arrangements of production and highlight themes of frag-
mentation and temporary conditions rather than the reproduction of class 
or race within a specific geographical setting. Margaret Wetherell points 
out how class identities today, and the emotions that structure feelings 
of right and wrong, cannot be reduced to stable histories: ’As mobility 
and globalisation have increased, it has become more evident that many 
social actors, even those traditionally seen as the most fixed in place such 
as English, white, working class […] live within a nexus of exceedingly 
complicated intersections between resources, histories, futures, invest-
ments and identifications’ (Wetherell 2012: 117). Temporary migration, 
as discussed in this thesis, is a relatively new and growing phenomenon 
in Sweden, and it is unlikely that the emotional structures through which 
citizens judge whether temporary migrants belong to, or deserve a place 
in, the Swedish labour market, are straightforward and unequivocal. In 
the same way, evaluating the compliance or non-adherence of temporary 
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migrant workers is also complex, and in different situations the moral 
response is likely to be different. 

The role of employers and capital in structuring discourses on the re-
lations between, for instance, Swedish workers and ‘temporary migrant 
workers’ or ‘foreign workers’, is particularly important in order to under-
stand how these relations are not only the result of immanent moralities 
among, for instance, Swedish blue collar workers or knowledge work-
ers. In my analysis, I have observed how managers intervene in moral 
relations between groups of workers by justifying some differences and 
challenging others. The ways in which management discourse positions 
Swedish workers and foreign workers in relation to value and in relation 
to the future of the global economy, is structured around complex inter-
sections on what is being valued: for instance, hard labour (see Chapter 6 
and 7), cultures (Chapters 6 and 8), gender identities (Chapters 6 and 8), 
and cosmopolitan ambitions (Chapter 8). 

Precarity as the normal condition
So far in this concluding discussion, I have argued that the temporary 
mobility of Thai berry pickers and Indian IT workers satisfies particu-
lar niches in the economy. In relation to the wild berry industry, with 
small economic margins along most of the supply chains, this niche of 
sub-standard conditions, hard work, and favourable regulations, makes it 
worthwhile to make a long and costly trip for a relatively short season. In 
relation to the computer specialists, the dominance of India in the struc-
ture of global offshoring makes it worth the organisational difficulties of 
merging cultures and languages.  So, do these niches of temporary labour 
represent especially precarious labour circumstances? The outsourcing 
of labour in supply chains is, in itself, an indicator of a transformation 
towards greater informalisation – more informal ways of working – where 
fewer jobs are characterised by permanent contracts, full-time pay, and 
stable conditions. Outsourcing can also create precarious labour within 
the framework of citizenship.  However, the arrangements of temporary 
migration within this supply chain structure of labour may contribute 
to informalisation in different and additional ways. In the wild berry in-
dustry, the temporary labour migration of Thai workers contributed to 
an expansion of the industry, and hence also contributed to the incor-
poration of these hyper-flexible systems of labour into the heart of pro-
duction. Similarly, several managers that I interviewed in the IT industry 
described how institutional conditions of labour in India provided more 
flexibility – with the downside of higher turnover rates of staff – which, as 
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offshoring grew as a phenomenon, affected a larger portion of the global 
industry. The IT industry, being large and varied, is likely to be affected 
in more diverse ways by transnational supply chain networks and out-
sourced labour. 

The temporary situation of Thai and Indian workers can, although its 
effect on the labour market at large is ambiguous, be associated with pre-
carious conditions for these workers. In regards to berry pickers, the sup-
ply-chain structure of temporary migration incorporates the normality of 
over-exploitation in the global South (Räthzel et al. 2014: 274), also within 
the parts of Swedish industries that in no way represent ‘bad examples’. 
The Thai workers invested greatly in travel, and were, at least partly, de-
pendent on their employers for all types of everyday needs in Sweden, 
for instance, medical needs, commuting, food, and housing. To some 
extent, the Indian IT workers were also vulnerable to their employers’ 
control when they were in Sweden, for instance, because their employers 
arranged their housing and supervised their cultural integration at the 
office. Still, from a global perspective, Indian computer specialists cannot 
be regarded as a generally precarious group of workers. Rather than defin-
ing the absolute borders around specific groups of workers as a ‘precariat’ 
(Standing 2011), precarity can be understood as an ambivalent state that 
restructures relations. ‘Precarity is the condition of being vulnerable to 
others. Unpredictable encounters transform us; we are not in control, 
even of ourselves’, Tsing argues (2015: 16). In relation to the IT industry 
I analysed the emotions generated by such a precarity in relation to an 
anxiety in the face of global competition, and in the wild berry industry 
this vulnerability could be seen in the reactions towards a poverty that 
was not considered to be ‘part of ’ the Swedish society. 

Precarity, as a concept, can be used as a way of articulating experi-
ences in the global economy rather than exploitation linked to specific 
labour markets (Bak Jørgensen 2016). Rather than simply affecting Swed-
ish labour or the Swedish labour market, temporary labour migration in 
Sweden, and especially the supply chain structure of these arrangements, 
creates new entanglements in which more people become vulnerable to 
changes in different parts of the world. This precarity is also structured 
by how accountability and responsibility in relation to distant spaces are 
more difficult to define and more difficult to expect (Massey 2005). 
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The absence of discussions about citizenship 
In this study I have shown how managers generally do not mention cit-
izenship or social rights, and they avoid defining Thai berry pickers and 
Indian computer specialists as migrants. The analytical approach of dis-
course psychology has been important for understanding how issues of 
citizenship and exclusion are removed from the relations between em-
ployers and migrant workers. In relation to both Thai berry pickers and 
Indian computer specialists, managers consistently emphasised the tem-
porary character of their labour. The managers viewed this as a situation 
that explained and legitimised the notion that these workers could not be 
considered part of the Swedish labour market, and that their conditions 
could not be assessed in relation to the general working conditions in 
Sweden. These temporary workers were instead viewed as belonging to 
other national labour markets – in Thailand or India. Hence, these analy-
ses allowed me to link management discourse back to how these workers 
were viewed as different from Swedish labour.

Because most temporary migrant workers are unlikely to be repre-
sented by Swedish trade unions (Neergaard 2015) there are very few ar-
guments from worker representatives to counter the images of a smooth 
integration of worker mobility into the economy. In Chapter 6, I showed 
how visions of the perfect match between berry pickers’ own desires and 
the structure of the Swedish wild berry industry were ambivalent and am-
biguous, since some pickers needed to be screened and controlled for 
their motives to be in Sweden. This indicated that the discourse suggest-
ing that circular migration was natural depended on the berry compa-
nies’ active management and supervision of the workers. In Chapter 8, I 
showed how the asymmetric economic arrangements between India and 
Sweden were not mentioned in management discourse. This omission 
had the effect that these discourses were unable to explain ambivalent 
feelings in the face of internationalisation, for instance the fear of losing 
jobs to low-cost countries. In both case studies, I analysed how employ-
er representatives are central actors in terms of describing and defining 
temporary labour migration, both in relation to the public and in relation 
to other supply chain actors. 

Seemingly, employers and managers often share the standpoint of mi-
grant workers in the face of state regulations and citizenship regimes. 
Exemplifying such relations, as shown in Chapter 5, the managers in the 
wild berry industry argue that it would be unfair to impose social fees or 
tax on migrant berry pickers, because the temporary workers cannot ben-
efit from such social insurance. These exceptions are what make labour 
arrangements possible in the industry and they are therefore also in the 
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interest of migrant workers. As another example, the work to counter the 
prejudices against Indian computer specialists in Sweden, which manag-
ers in the IT industry described as a central aspect of their work, is also 
likely to be in line with the Indian workers’ interests of increasing the val-
ue of Indian services. Investigating how this potential agreement between 
migrants’ and employers’ standpoints is structured avoids reducing such 
results to actual shared interests. Instead, a critique of both the manage-
ment arguments and their wider social and economic context points to 
ambivalences rather than straight alignment between the different po-
sitions. Although the commitment to cosmopolitanism, empowerment 
and tolerance may be convincing in the management discourses, they can 
be critiqued if we instead study the absence of any reference to equality. 
In relation to both the industries in this study, the supply chain struc-
tures in which workers are expected to be located in Thailand or India, for 
the most part, may not allow the seemingly compliant berry pickers and 
computer specialists to imagine possibilities other than temporary work 
under relatively precarious conditions.

As the idea of open borders often corresponded with how migrant 
workers expressed their interests, this alignment between positions did, 
in itself, lend moral legitimacy to the employers’ arguments in my mate-
rial. One of the central findings of this dissertation is how the manage-
ment discourses, by referring to the temporary character of the migrants’ 
work in Sweden, justified how the migrants were situated outside the real 
Swedish labour market, as well as outside Swedish citizenship rights. The 
managers in the berry industry argued that no other groups wanted to 
perform the work that Thai berry pickers did. The managers in the IT 
industry argued that the presence of Indian computer specialists in Swe-
den was not only good for the companies but was also good for Swedish 
workers as it reflected a global restructuring rather than an intervention 
in the Swedish labour market. 

Some migration scholars have argued that migrant situations are not 
best represented by references to a lack of national membership, but 
rather by references to transnational inclusion (Soysal 1994). This per-
spective supports the argument that migrants’ exclusion from citizenship 
rights is not problematic for all groups of migrants. Temporary labour 
migrants, in particular, may be in a situation in which transnational inclu-
sion is central to how they go about their working lives. So, what could 
the role of employers be in relation to transnational inclusion, and what 
is the make-up of this type of transnational identification in management 
discourse? The Swedish managers in the wild berry industry emphasise 
how they account for the culture and the preferences of workers who 
travel from Thailand to Sweden, as described in Chapter 6. They further-
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more explain how they engage in transnational relations through their 
negotiations with other supply chain actors regarding terms and condi-
tions, and through their appreciation of the Thai way of life, which their 
business requires from them in order to mobilise labour. The managers 
in the Swedish IT industry describe how their work of internationalising 
the industry, as described in Chapter 7, creates the setting in which Indian 
computer specialists structure their careers as well as organise their visits 
to Sweden. In summary, the managers describe how they are involved in 
transnational practices within supply-chain capitalism; an arrangement 
where the migrants are key figures. Hence, the managers in my case stud-
ies view temporary migrant workers in relation to transnational inclusion 
in the economy of supply chains, thus replacing notions of citizenship.

By referring to citizenship discussions, what problems could there be 
in concluding that migrant and employer interests converge? If the mi-
grants’ exclusion from national citizenship, which temporary migrants 
experience, and which is both justified by managers and described as 
unproblematic because it matches the migrants’ preferences, then their 
exclusion from social rights in the country in which they work must also 
be seen as unproblematic. We could imagine transnational institutions 
supporting this transnational alignment of industry and migrant lives, 
thus ensuring social and cultural rights for migrant workers in a post-na-
tional space (Soysal 1994). Yet there has been criticism directed towards 
the academic emphasis on the increased importance of human rights 
and universal values, because these cannot be ascribed to any specific, 
accountable actors or institutions, such as those belonging to the state. 

In relation to my case studies, I furthermore find that the similarities 
between the transnational identities that managers describe in relation to 
their businesses and the migrants, are perhaps better conceptualised with 
reference to transnational supply-chain capitalism than to increasingly 
post-national spaces of universal notions of citizenship and membership. 
Work within supply-chain capitalism is characterised by flexibility and 
instability (Tsing 2012). Thus, transnational identities, which may be 
formed by non-work-related cultural traditions, or by the reproductive 
arrangements among Thai or Indian workers concerning who cares for 
children and households during periods spent abroad, are incorporated 
in the perception that these workers are especially suitable for temporary 
work in other countries. Through this interpretation, for instance how 
a focus on farming and kinship in Thai villages presents them as being 
inclined to travel to the Swedish berry season (Chapter 6), or how Indian 
culture is portrayed as convenient for international cooperation (Chapter 
8), the temporary work comes to represent a certain niche, reserved for 



191

Moral economies of temporary migration – concluding discussion

certain workers in the global labour force, in which insecure conditions 
are the norm. 

The transnational identities and inclusion that managers describe 
cannot, however, be dismissed as false, and it does not seem controversial 
to think that temporary migrant workers do indeed have an interest in 
accessing the labour market. Understanding temporary migration as part 
of the labour that migrant workers need to sell, however, makes notions 
of compliance and shared interests appear more complex. The results of 
this thesis point out how studying employers in migration research re-
quires that economic relations are clearly conceptualised and not placed 
at the margins of the analysis. While managers view migrant workers as 
being included in a global economy, migrants are not necessarily seen as 
subjects of universal, as opposed to national, membership. The manag-
ers in the wild berry industry situated Thai workers within a context of 
Thai culture and Thai working standards, during the months when they 
worked in Sweden. Similarly, managers in the Swedish IT industry situ-
ated most Indian workers within a fixed notion of Indian culture, rather 
than within a post-national identity. 

My final reflection regarding how citizenship and social rights were 
considered as being irrelevant to the wellbeing of temporary migrant 
worker, places the moral position of the managers at the centre of these 
debates. The managers in the wild berry industry distanced themselves 
from an ideology of pity, which, they argued, characterised the general 
public’s approach towards the Thai berry pickers. They argued that feel-
ing sorry for berry pickers, and acting on this feeling, prevented the berry 
pickers from travelling and from creating a better life for themselves. The 
ways in which berry company managers embraced mobility, they argued, 
facilitated the empowerment of the migrant workers as well as economic 
development in both Sweden and Thailand. In the IT industry, the man-
agers established their position as that of embracing globalisation rather 
than giving in to fear of change. By taking this as their moral position, 
they also defined the less moral position of suspicion towards the inevita-
ble process of economic globalisation. These notions of moral positions 
raise questions about the role of employers and managers in relation to 
more general migration politics. In the next and final section of this the-
sis, I discuss the position from which managers can be understood as en-
gaging in the design of migration regimes.
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Epilogue: Employer arguments in the migration debate
I began this thesis by illustrating how the labour migration debate refer-
ences different moral positions. In the years following the 2008 reform of 
Sweden’s labour migration policy, I observed how opposition to a liberal 
system of labour migration was often met with accusations of protection-
ist or nationalist agendas, and seen as illegitimate on moral grounds. In 
February 2017, the Social Democrats and the central blue collar Swedish 
Trade Union Confederation (LO) together announced that they intended 
to work towards stricter rules for labour immigration. They argued that 
in order to ease some of the administrative burden from highly desirable 
groups of highly qualified migrant workers, they wanted to leave lower 
qualified jobs, such as berry picking, for people who ‘live in Sweden’, such 
as newly arrived refugees (Dagens Nyheter 2017a). The announcement 
was met with opposition mainly on the grounds that only the interna-
tionalisation of markets can lead to economic growth in Sweden (Dagens 
Nyheter 2017b, c). Thus, nine years later, in the spring of 2017, the debate 
was clearly not centred on any arguments about the wellbeing of migrant 
workers, nor was it centred on Swedish labour rights. The arguments 
along the lines of ‘what is good for Sweden’ positioned national econom-
ic responsibility as the central moral position. This position also corre-
sponds to the moral position that dominated the most recent shift in mi-
gration politics towards increased control and security. In 2015, following 
the framing of a ‘refugee crisis’ (Hansen forthcoming), Sweden saw a dra-
matic shift in the political rhetoric of receiving refugees. Politicians went 
from embracing the challenge of meeting humanitarian commitments by 
welcoming refugees in the summer of 2015, to enforcing stricter control 
systems with references to infrastructural and fiscal strains a few months 
later (ibid.). During those months before the increased security and in-
creased border controls, refugees were however framed not only as a 
moral responsibility but also as an economic opportunity to solve the de-
mographic deficit that Sweden is experiencing (ibid., see also Chapter 2 in 
this dissertation). According to Hansen, although it was finally the com-
mitment to fiscal austerity and the inability to envision increased public 
spending that so abruptly changed the rhetoric, corporate actors argued 
that they were leading the way in terms of seeing refugee potential, and 
some of them accused politicians of giving in to xenophobic trends as 
regulations tightened (ibid.).

In migration politics that refer to the economic value of migrants, it is 
likely to matter how employers define the migrants that they need, both 
in relation to refugees and temporary migrant workers. The management 
discourses that I have studied in this thesis construct the control and 
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regulation of temporary migrant workers as morally illegitimate on the 
grounds that these temporary migrants are integrated members of a glob-
al economy and work force. Private sector actors hence define who can 
be categorised as integrated in the economy, be it a national or a trans-
national economy. A position that is characterised by such inclusion is 
disassociated from the exclusion that generally defines the migrant, and 
therefore strict controls and regulations are not seen as legitimate. 

Yet, analysing the managers’ arguments is not the same as analysing 
the political influence they have and arguments in favour of stricter bor-
der controls also categorise migrants in relation to their ‘usefulness’ to 
both the economy and the national community. In the Social Democrats’ 
and the LO’s intervention in 2017 regarding stricter labour migration reg-
ulations, refugees were situated within the nation as a national economic 
responsibility. The labour migrants were, instead, classified as subjects 
who could be excluded, with references to a moral justification that other 
groups who were already here, such as refugees, needed these (precari-
ous) jobs in order to become useful members of the national economy. In 
the announcement by the Social Democrats and the LO, labour migrants 
could be re-positioned as migrants who can legitimately be regulated by 
migration control through association and comparison with refugees. 
Proposing that low-qualified jobs need to go to refugees instead of to la-
bour migrants situates these migrant categories in relation to each other, 
and hence avoided a debate in which anyone might be called a ‘protec-
tionist’. The debate can also be seen as a negotiation of non-citizenship, 
failed citizenship and membership in the community of value (Anderson 
2013). The temporary migrant workers, whose comparably worse condi-
tions at the labour market is justified by their citizenship elsewhere, are 
proposed to be replaced by refugees. When also refugees are expected 
to work with conditions that have previously been seen as belonging to 
labour markets outside Sweden, their conditioned belonging is made vis-
ible but also indicates that precarity is extended more generally, not only 
for non-citizens.

At certain times, private sector actors may be given a central position 
as political subjects, and empowered as agents with the crucial capacity 
to integrate, and make use of, different categories of migrants. From this 
position, capital notions of mobility and economy can be disseminated. 
Private sector arguments frame migration as something that needs to 
be defined in relation to both the economy and market demands. In the 
discourse on temporary labour migration, because people are more con-
cerned with capital than they are with citizenship, the direction of the 
political argument changes in relation to the arguments set up by oth-
er actors. The political argument is reduced to border controls that may 
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affect economic processes, rather than to the arrangements of a global 
economy. Countering a capitalism that has values of mobility and open-
ness incorporated in it - a ‘spirit’, as Boltanski and Chiapello put it (2005) 
- is associated with the risk of returning to nostalgic arguments that ref-
erence the memory of a Swedish model of migration with clearly defined 
boundaries of national inclusion. By not sufficiently addressing transna-
tional inequalities, and deepening the critique of how such inequalities 
are justified, arguments may lead to a dead-end where more and more 
groups are dismissed as being the problem of other nation states. This 
is, for instance, a dominant argument in relation to the so-called ‘EU-mi-
grants’ who, when the symptoms become visible as poverty in Sweden, 
are often framed as the responsibility of their Eastern European home 
countries. 

Finally, the point that I have argued in this Chapter, and ending with 
in these final notes, is the importance of studying the role of employers, 
and framing the management of migration as the management of global 
labour as well. On the one hand, I argue, this makes visible the impor-
tance of the role that employers (may) play on the political stage of mi-
gration policies, in ways that are not necessarily expected. On the other 
hand, understanding the role of employers demonstrates that variations 
in industry and the position of managers will shape how they understand 
labour supply on a global scale, and thus how they understand temporary 
labour migration. This thesis points out a need to investigate labour with-
in migration processes further, and for future studies to bring migration 
research closer to the research on the global labour supply. 
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