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Centre-periphery conflicts and alienation in a resource-based economy
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ABSTRACT
Since the early 2010s, increased centre-periphery tensions have arisen across the Western
Hemisphere and have had a significant influence on domestic policies. Analysts have explained
this as an effect of economic inequalities and rural marginalisation. In this article it is argued
that rural upheavals and centre-periphery conflicts can be caused by processes of alienation.
The authors’ analysis is based on existing literature and statistics, as well as their own previously
published research. From the case of Norway, they suggest that rural and peripheral upheavals
can be explained as alienation caused by a combination of two different phenomena: ongoing
transitions within the rural political economy of nature-based industries and sectors, and
changes in the role of the modern welfare state, towards a state that in several key policy areas
withdraws from the peripheries. Combined, these economic and political developments have
produced a state of rural alienation and sharpening centre-periphery tensions, even in the
absence of marginalisation and increases in economic inequality. In conclusion, the main
argument of the article is that combined, such economic and political developments have
produced a state of rural alienation and sharpening centre-periphery tensions, even in the
absence of marginalisation and increases in economic inequality.
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Introduction

In the past ten years or so, the Western world has wit-
nessed rising tensions based in the centre-periphery
dichotomy (e.g. Strjker & Terulin 2015; Cramer 2016;
Goodhart 2017; Ashwood 2018; Hochschild 2018; Guil-
luy 2019; Pospěch et al. 2021). These tensions have been
expressed both in political behaviour – in the form of
electoral earthquakes such as the election of Donald
Trump as US president in 2016 or the Brexit vote in
the same year – and in social movements, such as the
yellow vests movement in France. Analytically, the
expressions of these tensions have often been under-
stood in the context of the general re-emergence of
nationalism and populism. Considerable scholarly
attention has been paid to this analytical aspect during
the past few years, often with a focus on the rural part
of peripheries. The Journal of Peasant Studies devoted
substantial space to articles on ‘authoritarian populism
and rural politics’ in 2020 (e.g. Scoones et al. 2018;

Bernstein 2020; Carolan 2020; Edelman 2020), several
articles on rural populism have been published in
The Annals of the American Association of Geographers
(Graddy-Lovelace 2019; McCarthy 2019), and there has
been a special issue of Sociologia Ruralis on right-wing
populism in rural Europe (e.g. Brooks 2020; Mamonova
& Franquesa 2020a; 2020b). However, the populist/
nationalist perspectives are not the only models of
explanation for the increase in social unrest in periph-
eral regions. For instance, a recent article by Dijkstra
et al. (2020, 737) suggests that the rural and peripheral
discontent, as well as the intensification of centre-
periphery conflicts are ‘mainly driven by a combination
of long-term economic and industrial decline, low levels
of education, and a lack of local employment opportu-
nities’. Rodríguez-Pose has termed the places where
this happens ‘places that don’t matter’, and he writes
that ‘the long-term decline of formerly prosperous
places, disadvantaged by processes that have rendered
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them exposed and almost expendable, has triggered
frustration and anger’ (Rodriguez-Pose 2020, 7). Such
arguments point to the importance of change in econ-
omic relations, as well as in politics.

Thus, there is an impressive body of literature docu-
menting how rural-urban tensions and centre-periphery
conflicts correlate with economic decline and margina-
lisation in rural regions across the western world.1 How-
ever, it seems that the rise in tensions also occurs in
regions and countries with a relatively high degree of
rural livelihoods, and where peripheral regions do not
lag behind in economic terms. This has led us (the
authors of this article) to suggest that it may be not so
much marginalisation as such that creates the strength-
ened tensions, as the experiences of alienation related to
transitions within the rural and peripheral political
economies. This resonates with David Goodhart’s the-
ory on the growing divide between what he calls ‘some-
wheres’ and ‘anywheres’, which emerged as a popular
thesis of explanation after Brexit and after the Trump
election in 2016 (Goodhart 2017). The increasing divide
that Goodhart describes between the global and mobile
anywheres and the rooted and local somewheres can be
explained as a process whereby people from rural areas
and the peripheries have been subject to alienation
caused by developments in the political economy.
Goodhart’s fairly simplistic distinction between the
two groups is useful in this respect because it highlights
alienation in heterogeneous groups across various rural
and peripheral populations against ruling elites in the
large cities. Goodhart’s somewheres catches discon-
tented and alienated groups in both rural areas and per-
ipheries. Our argument is thus that rising tensions
between groups in rural areas are caused by structural
changes in politics and the economy, which in turn
cause alienation. We build this argument on the Norwe-
gian experience.

The World Bank routinely ranks Norway among the
world’s ten wealthiest countries measured in GDP per
capita (World Bank 2022). The country is also ranked
second on low income inequality and first in The
World Economic Forum’s Inclusive Development
Index for 2018 (World Economic Forum n.d.). This is
not accidental, as the Norwegian approach to rural
development has been marked by a consensus that pol-
icies should support an even economic growth in all
parts of the country, and stabilising settlement patterns
(Berg & Lysgård 2017). Cruickshank et al. (2009) claim
that ‘topics which include economic safety and national

identity/nation-state are more or less fundamental to
understanding the logic of the production of the con-
crete discourses of rurality in Norwegian politics’. Stat-
istics Norway’s annual study of living conditions for
2021 shows that the percentage of people in the popu-
lation who cannot afford an unforeseen expense is
close to identical across rural and more densely popu-
lated areas (18–20%) (Statistisk sentralbyrå n.d.).
There seems to have been a growing divide in property
prices between the central areas and the rural areas
(Geier & Grini 2018; Omholt 2018), but this has not
manifested in differences in, for example, living stan-
dards. Thus, a significant upheaval from the peripheries,
with a strong rural basis has manifested itself – and has
been visible in political behaviour as well as social pro-
test movements –in Norway, which has an economy
with a large degree of economic equality between
urban and rural areas, as well as between centre and
periphery2

The purpose of this article is to analyse and discuss the
puzzle that a significant upheaval has taken place in one
of the richest countries in the world, a country where the
differences in economic outputs between the rural and
urban populations are close to non-existent, and where
such differences are also small between centre and per-
iphery. Through such an analysis we seek to contribute
to the rapidly growing literature on rural and peripheral
upheavals and unrest in the Western world. The Norwe-
gian case is an outlier and a deviant case that may shed
light on the underlying dynamics behind the somewhat
troubled relationship between urban and rural areas
and between centre and periphery. We suggest an expla-
natory model built on two phenomena: (1) ongoing tran-
sitions within the rural political economy of nature-based
industries and sectors, and (2) changes in the role of the
modern welfare state towards a state that in several key
policy areas withdraws from the peripheries. While
these developments may initially seem separate, we
argue that it is possible to interpret them as a process
of alienation in which rural populations are estranged
from the process, products, and conditions of pro-
duction. Interpreting the rural upheavals in Norway in
terms of alienation thus helps to explain how the political
cleavage between the urban centre and the rural periph-
ery has been sharpened, even in the absence of increasing
economic inequalities.

The remaining part of this article is outlined as fol-
lows. First, we present a clarification on our methodo-
logical stance, as well as information on methods and

1Some authors refer to the dichotomy centre-periphery, while others discuss urban versus rural. Different strands of the international literature use different
terms.

2Knudsen (2018) has suggested that the centre-periphery dichotomy should be subdivided into a regional and a rural-urban dimension. In our case, we find it
reasonable not to make a rigid divide between terms.

2 J. Vik et al.



materials used. We then provide a brief outline of the
theory of alienation, which centres on how changes in
the political economy (e.g. rapid technological develop-
ment, processes of commodification, economic centrali-
sation), as well as state withdrawal, may produce
generalised sentiments of social discontent and
estrangement. Thereafter, we move on to describe the
phenomenon that needs to be explained – Norway’s
rural upheaval – using the notion of rural alienation
as our main analytical lens. Finally, we discuss our
findings and present our conclusions.

Methodology, methods, and materials

Methodologically, we apply a pragmatic and abductive
approach in this article. Pragmatism implies that we
take a modest approach and, in line with Feilzer, do
‘not expect to find unvarying causal links or truths but
[aim] to interrogate a particular question, theory, or
phenomenon with the most appropriate research
method’ (Feilzer 2010, 13). The abductive approach, in
contrast to an inductive or deductive approach, means
that we start out with a somewhat surprising empirical
finding (as described in the Introduction) and seek to
find facts and interpretations that make the puzzle
meaningful (Tavory & Timmermans 2014, 37). This
strategy implies exploring the fruitfulness of existing
theories, but also adding alternative explanatory models.

In terms of research design, our case may be described
as an interpretive case study (Lijphart 1971) of the uphea-
val happening in Norway’s peripheries today. Arguably,
the Norwegian case is interesting in itself and broadens
the sample of available empirical examples. More impor-
tantly, it is also a deviant case following the typology of
Lijphart (1971), as we can observe unrest without many
of the explanatory variables observed in other studies
(e.g. increasing rural poverty (Shucksmith et al. 2021)
or long-term economic decline (Djikstra et al. (2020)).
It could also be claimed that it is a critical case, where
the aim is to dismiss existing theories (Eckstein 1975;
Moses & Knutsen 2019). However, we are more con-
cerned with contributing to the growing literature on
the field by deepening our understanding of complexities
behind current cases of rural unrest and upheavals. Thus,
the case serves as a tool for reflection on the dynamics
behind the periphery-based upheavals that can be
observed in the Western Hemisphere.

According to Yin (2003), a case is a contemporary
phenomenon studied in its context, and a mixture of
empirical data may be used. The empirical materials
we use in this study are diverse and include available
statistics, findings and results of other researchers, and
observations from our own research.

Theoretical approach

In order to make sense of the recent upheavals in Nor-
way, we argue that the increasing tensions between the
larger urban centres and peripheries may be related to
an increasing alienation arising from changes within
the political economy that affect rural areas and periph-
eries in particular. Somewhat unusually within the lit-
erature, we do not derive our notion of alienation
primarily from Marx’s The Economic and Philosophic
Manuscripts, written in 1844 and first published in
1932, in which he applied Hegelian and Feuerbachian
concepts of alienation on the commodification of labour
Marx (1988 [1932]). Instead, we base our understanding
on later works such as the Grundrisse and the first
volume of Capital, in which the theory of alienation is
grounded more firmly within Marx’s critique of the
capitalist political economy (Marx 1990 [1867]; 1993
[1939]) (for a recent review of capitalism and alienation
in Marx’s work, see Øversveen 2022). The starting point
of alienation theory is Marx’s concept of production,
and its centrality for individual and societal develop-
ment. Marx argued that during the productive process
we set in motion our mental and physical capabilities
in order to alter external reality according to our
needs, interests, and desires. Production is therefore
both an expression of our human subjectivity, as well
as the primary mechanism through which we interact
with the world outside us (Marx 1990 [1867], 283).
Through production we also enter into and develop
social relationships with other people, either through
direct cooperation or through the establishment of a
division of labour in which we produce for each other
(Marx 1993 [1939], 243). The results of production are
therefore not limited to use values, but also include
the human subject themself, their relationship with
nature and to the society to which they belong and
contribute.

Under capitalism, labour is sold as a commodity that
is purchased and put to work by capitalists who, due to
their ownership over the means of production, generally
initiate and control the productive process (Marx 1990
[1867]). The commodification and exploitation of
labour gives rise to alienation, which we define as a pro-
cess in which the results of production are appropriated
and transformed into capital. The concept of alienation
highlights the tendency of capital to revolutionise conti-
nually the productive process in order to fit with its own
imperatives, for example through reorganization of the
labour process, the concentration of property, the intro-
duction of machinery, and the development of increas-
ingly complex and specialised divisions of labour,
leading to historically unprecedented rates of
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productive and thus social development. In Grundrisse,
Marx (1990 [1867]) argues that productive development
in general tends to increase vastly the power of the social
collective relative to the individual worker, while also
making people more interconnected and mutually
dependent. However, due to the alienation of labour,
the social power created by advances in science, technol-
ogy, and the division of labour does not accrue to the
workers directly, but rather strengthens capital as a
social force (Marx 1993 [1939], 308). Workers are
thus estranged from the process and results of pro-
duction, which creates an economic system that con-
fronts the individual as an alien, quasi-natural, and
antagonistic order. The central argument of alienation
theory is thus that productive development under capit-
alism tends to produce a social order that appears to
become more independent of us the more we become
dependent on it, engendering subjective feelings of
powerlessness, nihilism, and isolation, which paradoxi-
cally increase as people objectively become more power-
ful and interconnected (Øversveen 2022).

An important implication of alienation theory is that
capitalism does not only produce material inequalities
in income and wealth, but also limits people’s capacity
to influence, identify with, and comprehend the
societies in which they live and contribute. Thus, alien-
ation theory broadens the question of economic
inequality to include questions of meaning, self-
determination, democratic participation, and identity.
Empirically, alienation theory predicts that alienation
will disproportionately affect workers in industries
characterised by rapid changes in production, for
example through technological development, the con-
centration of property, and the replacement of demo-
cratic institutions by bureaucratised systems. As it is
possible to recognise all of these processes in the Norwe-
gian case, alienation theory provides both a fitting and
innovative perspective from which to analyse the recent
upheavals in the Norwegian countryside. Significantly
for our analysis, the theory of alienation also suggests
that these mechanisms operate relatively independently
of inequalities in wealth or income, thereby allowing us
to make sense of the presence of discontent and social
conflict among the relatively economically privileged
populations in the Norwegian periphery.

The Norwegian case – rural upheaval in a
wealthy resource-based political economy

The current upheaval from the periphery

During the last few years, Norway has seen a range of
protests from the peripheries. These have ranged from

civil disobedience, such as trying to stop the construc-
tion of wind turbines, to peaceful marches in traditional
folk costumes to save local maternity wards, torchlight
processions against carnivore management policy, and
media protests against a range of public reforms for cen-
tralising regional government and services. A variety of
protests have led to regional policy being put on the pol-
itical agenda (e.g. Almås & Fuglestad 2020; Flø 2021). In
2018, the Norwegian magazine Samtiden dedicated a
whole issue to the aforementioned protests, and the
magazine’s editorial connects this to broader Western
trends in which elites have been pitted against ‘the
people’ (Samtiden 2018). David Goodhart’s then new
book The Road to Somewhere (2017) is also mentioned
and it is suggested that his distinction between global
anywheres and place bound, often rural somewheres,
applied also to developments in Norway (Samtiden
2018). In 2020, Almås and Fuglestad’ anthology was
published, in which they chronicle and analyse various
aspects of what was then termed the ‘rural rebellion’ –
a term also used by a Facebook group with 47,000 mem-
bers across the country (Almås & Fuglestad 2020).

By the time of the national election of 2021, it had
become clear that discontent from the peripheries had
been significantly manifested in electoral behaviour
(Eidheim & Fimreite 2020). Some described this as an
electoral earthquake. First and foremost, it had a politi-
cal expression in the substantial electoral success of the
Centre Party – traditionally a party for farmers and for
rural interests. In the local election of 2019, the Central
party had their best election results in the party’s his-
tory, with 15.4% of the votes (Melås & Blekesaune
2020; Todal Jensen 2020). The Centre Party’s success
continued in the 2021 general election, in which it
gained nine new representatives in the Norwegian par-
liament, leading several Norwegian political commenta-
tors to crown party leader Trygve Slagsvold Vedum as
the election’s winner (e.g. Bredeveien 2021; Meland
2021). In terms of rural and regional policies, it seemed
that the elections in 2019 and 2021 were a call for
change, and the government platform of the new gov-
ernment of 2021 directly addressed many of the grie-
vances that had emerged from rural areas and
peripheries during the previous years (Regjeringen.no
2021).

Centre-periphery relations, populist
explanations, and recent scholarship

Centre-periphery tensions are not new in Norwegian
history. On the contrary, Norway has a long tradition
of protest and opposition from the peripheries. The pol-
itical sociologist Stein Rokkan developed models for

4 J. Vik et al.



understanding centre-periphery relations in Norway,
which have since become influential both nationally
and internationally (Valen & Rokkan 1974; Rokkan
1987). Rokkan (1987) describes how a series of core pol-
itical issues and cleavages in Norwegian politics – in
languages, in alcohol policies, in religious versus secular
values, in labour versus capital, and in fishermen’s and
farmer’s interests versus the capital interests – were
part of relatively stable conflict constellations with a
centre-periphery dimension. The material conflicts in
Rokkan’s model were based on the fundamental conflict
lines in an agrarian and industrial-based society, which
were the dominant sectors of production in Norway
when Rokkan developed his model in the mid-1960s.
However, these material conditions have changed, and
thus many of the new arising conflicts were not expli-
citly captured in Rokkan’s model, nor was globalisation.

Parallel with Rokkan’s structuralist work on centre-
periphery relations, social scientist Ottar Brox launched
an alternative interpretative frame for understanding
such conflicts in Norway with his now well-known
book Hva skjer i Nord-Norge (translation: What is
going on in Northern Norway) (Brox 1966). The Brox-
ian perspective was self-proclaimed populist, and with a
rational choice element at its core. Populism as a per-
spective was further developed by Hartvig Sætra
(Sætra 1971) and by Brox (Brox 1984). Key elements
in their populist perspective were the importance of
small and local government, and local use of natural
resources and labour. At its core, this populism was
both anti-capitalist and anti-communist, and it accentu-
ated how technocratic policies lead to discontent (Olte-
dal et al. 2021). Thus, it is not surprising that the
Broxian populism was subject to severe critique
(Asheim & Valestrand 1985).

Stein (2019) suggests that Rokkan’s works and Brox’
works can be seen as two alternative perspectives on
understanding centre-periphery and urban-rural
relations in Norway. However, we see them more as
complementary than competing, as together they
point both to the importance of structural developments
(Rokkan), and the importance of local relations and
popular action (Brox).

Recently, researchers such as Todal Jensen (2020)
and Melås & Blekesaune (2020) have argued that what
is happening now can be explained as a resistance
towards specific government policies. By contrast,
Stein et al. (2021) have argued, in line with Rokkan,
that spatial distance is a key explanatory factor in under-
standing recent distrust towards central politicians. Fur-
thermore, Flø (2018) has argued for a longer term
perspective on state withdrawal from the peripheries,
combined with the emergence of new social and

economic elites. In connection to this, and similar to
Rodríguez-Pose’s ‘places that don’t matter’ thesis
(Rodríguez-Pose 2020), Flø (2021) describes what he
calls ‘the feeling of being robbed’, as rural people feel
increasingly angry due to being left behind and forgot-
ten by the state and the elites. This, in turn, can be seen
in relation to different arguments put forward by Knud-
sen (2018) and Teigen (2019) regarding how regional
and rural policies in Norway have lost their specific
and traditional rural or peripheral focus.

While the above explanations have much merit and
add to our understanding, we argue that in order to
account for the recent rural upheavals in Norway, we
need to take into consideration current changes in the
economic organisation of rural industries, as well as
the changes in the state and the welfare state. Therefore,
our model consists of two different, but related
elements: (1) ongoing changes in the political economy
of rural industries and sectors driven by technological
change, economic concentration, and globalisation,
and (2) ideologically founded changes in the organis-
ation of the Norwegian welfare state. Combined, both
developments might have contributed to an increase
in alienation in the Norwegian peripheries, fuelling dis-
content towards a social order that is geographically
associated with the urban centre. This interpretation
opens for better understandings of why we may see a
rural and peripheral upheaval in a political economy
of wealth and relatively low economic inequality. This
helps to explain why otherwise heterogeneous groups
from rural areas and peripheries often place themselves
together, in opposition to the political and financial
elites in the cities. It may also be argued that this
model represents a bridge between the structuralist
explanations of the Rokkan tradition and the populist
Broxian tradition, as it emphasises both the changes in
the political economy and the retreating role of the
state as sources of alienation in rural and peripheral
communities. In the next section, we go into more detail
as to how the two developments manifest in the Norwe-
gian political economy.

A natural resource-based political economy

Norwegian capitalism springs from a nature-based pol-
itical economy (Thue 2008), and the resources (e.g.
petroleum, hydropower, agricultural land, forestry,
fishery resources, aquaculture sites, geological
resources) are mainly located in rural and coastal
areas. However, contrary to many other resource-rich
countries, Norway did not develop a system whereby
aristocracies or capitalist elites reaped the resource
rents for themselves. This probably has both
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geographical and institutional causes. A basic feature of
Norwegian geography in general and of rural areas in
particular is the rugged and mountainous landscape;
only 3% of the country’s land area is arable land (for
a description of the conditions of Norwegian agricul-
ture, see e.g. Forbord et al. 2014). Furthermore, the
patches of agricultural land that do exist are often dis-
persed in small patches far from each other, either
along the coast or in the valleys. One consequence of
this is that Norway historically did not develop a
strong landed aristocracy with an associated feudal sys-
tem and centralisation. For this reason, Sejersted
(2002) describes a particularly Norwegian ‘democratic
capitalism’. The smallholding farmers became a key
element in the nation-building process, very often in
opposition to the urban elites (Gjerdåker 2002; Lunden
2002). Another defining geographical feature of the
Norwegian resource-based political economy is the
long coast and its vast ocean area, which has enabled
Norway to develop a large fisheries-based economy
and a trade-based merchant class along the coast.

The institutionalisation of a social-democratic order
in the mid-20th century (Furre 1991), led to a wide dis-
tribution of natural resources, such as land and fishing
rights amongst the rural population. This further led
to relatively populous peripheries and many small econ-
omic centres spread across the country. The social-
democratic order and the distribution of resources
became an institutionalised part of the country’s politi-
cal economy. By the early 20th century, 98% of farmers
owned their own land, which the land law of 1928
further encouraged (Almås 2004). In the fisheries, a dec-
ade-long struggle about who should have the right to
access the fish resources culminated in the establish-
ment of the Participation Law from 1950 (Kolle 2014).
The law made it clear that it was mainly the fishermen
who had themselves participated in fisheries who
could own fishing vessels.

The above-described developments were made poss-
ible by a negotiated political order. In 1935, a political
alliance had been forged between the Labour Party
and the Farmer’s Party3 that became the class compro-
mise foundation for a post-war political economy in
which the rural industries were integrated. This con-
sisted of a series of institutions and regulations, includ-
ing co-operative organisations of farmers, fishermen,
and forest owners, who were given core roles in the
management of their industries (Almås 2004; Johnsen
& Finstad 2020). At the time, there was broad political
inclusion through the social-corporative political
arrangement of rural industries, as well as a political

system that secured a strong electoral influence for
those with rural interests.

Although counter-factual arguments are hard to vali-
date with certainty (Fearon 1991), it is likely that the
absence of an overall dominating political and/or econ-
omic elite was important for the institutional solutions
that were chosen when Norway had to build a new insti-
tutional regime around new natural resources, such as
the growing hydropower energy sector in the early
1900s (Thue 2003), and the new petroleum sector in
the 1970s (Moses & Letnes 2017). In both cases, the
common good was given considerable weight, even
though there was a political struggle regarding the
solutions.

The post-war management model of rural industries
has gradually been put under considerable pressure by
globalisation and technological change. In recent
years, there have been several studies of the transforma-
tive powers of technology in rural industries in Norway.
In the fishing sector, the technological development has
affected both the regulations and the political struggles
between groups of fishers (Johnsen & Vik 2013, Johnsen
& Finstad 2020). Aquaculture has gone from a modest
side activity of fishermen and locals in the 1970s, to
becoming a corporate multibillion industry, due to
developments in technology and markets (Hovland
et al. 2014). In forestry, we have witnessed a transition
from a slow manual labour-based industry to a high-
tech and capital-intense industry where the room for
manual work is very limited (St.meld. nr. 17 (1998–
1999); Meld. St. 6 (2016–2017)). In agriculture, techno-
logical changes, such as the milking robot (Vik et al.
2019) and the round bale technology (Fuglestad et al.
2021), are changing both the ownership structure and
distribution of production rights.

Thus, we see apparent paradoxical situations in many
of the key rural industries: huge improvements and
growth in productivity and economic results, which
have also led to a major structural change in which
many have had to leave the rural and coastal industries.
In agriculture, the home market sets limits on how
much total production volume can increase. In this situ-
ation, increases in production for some units mean that
others are being squeezed out of the market (Vik 2020).
The fisheries are not limited by the home market, but by
their access to resources and quotas. There is a strong
concentration in both fish farming and traditional
fishing. In all primary industries, there is a continuing
decline in the number of businesses, such that fewer
people produce more, and thus only a few people take
part in the increased productivity. This means that

3Following a long debate, the farmers party changed its name to the Center Party in 1959 (Ohman-Nielsen 2001).
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fewer people have a say in the use of the resources found
in rural Norway. We see that the primary industries that
for the past 70 years were founding pillars for rural pol-
icies have now become too marginal and too concen-
trated to have the same function. Thus, we also see
that even in times when productivity and economy in
rural economies prosper, an increasing part of the
rural population finds itself disconnected and alienated
from traditional rural industries.

However, there are prosperous alternatives to the tra-
ditional rural industries. In Northern Norway, tourism
has now surpassed the primary industries in employ-
ment numbers (Førde 2020). The tourism industry is
founded on the use of public resources – the nature,
the Northern Lights, the sea, the fish, and the cultural
landscape. This has led to a substantial increase in tour-
ism-related jobs, but also to new tensions. Firstly, there
are new tensions between villagers on the one side and
tourists on the other. Secondly, we see that the profit
often remains in the larger towns and cities where tour-
ists often are accommodated, while the places they ‘con-
sume’ are located in more remote villages. Thirdly, a
new tension arises between those who live off the tour-
ism industry, and those who live and work in the land-
scapes and villages that the tourists visit. Thus, also the
growing rural tourism creates new tensions (Farstad &
Rye 2013; Farstad 2018) and forms of marginalisation
(Førde 2020).

The greedy state – a large state that rolls back

In parallel to the economic developments, also the pub-
lic sector and the political landscape of Norway are
going through substantial changes. Across the Western
world, the interventionist state is on the retreat (Zohln-
höfer et al. 2018). In the Norwegian case, we may
describe the emergence of a more ‘greedy state’. This
is not an expanding welfare state that provides more ser-
vices to its citizens in a traditional social democratic
spirit, nor is it the minimal state of the new liberal
right-wing parties that argue that the state should be
‘rolled back’ (e.g. Hayek 1960; Nozick 1974). What we
are seeing is the emergence of a new kind of state that
combines a large public sector with rolling back services
to the rural public and in peripheral areas in general. It
is the combination of the worst of two worlds – a public
sector that withdraws and reduces its services, but with-
out reducing taxes, control, or bureaucracy. This has
affected the peripheries in particular: During the past
30 years, the amount of money spent on specific rural

and regional policies has been substantially reduced
(Teigen 2019). In addition, several institutions with a
specific rural and peripheral focus, as Statens Fiskar-
bank (state fishers bank), Statens Landbruksbank
(state agriculture bank), and the Regional Development
Fund (Distriktenes utbyggingsfond) were merged into
the more general institution, Innovation Norway (Inno-
vation Norway n.d.), as rural policy was increasingly
seen as being more about competition, export, and
innovation, than about direct state support (Flø 2018).
The 2018 police reform (Nærpolitireformen) has led
to the closure of police offices in many rural commu-
nities, as well as a more centralised police forces (Stran-
den 2020). Also, ambulance services have been
centralised, several maternity homes and local hospitals
in the small and medium-sized towns are to be closed
(Almås et al. 2020), university colleges are being centra-
lised (Knudsen 2019), municipalities and counties are
going through fusions (Stein et al. 2021), ferry prices
have risen significantly, and domestic flight routes to
more remote places are being shut down (Almås &
Fuglestad 2020). As stated by an influential newspaper
commentator, ‘Rural Norway is being built down ser-
vice by service, institution by institution’ (Åmås 2020).

It is important to note that what is happening in Nor-
way is not necessarily best described as centralisation. A
publication from the Norwegian Agency for Public
Management and e-Government contains the term
‘decentralised concentration’ (Difi 2019), meaning that
public workplaces are located in fewer places, not
necessarily in Oslo and central parts of Norway, but in
the medium-sized cities and regional centres across
the country.4 This applies to services and institutions
such as the Norwegian Coastal Administration, the
Norwegian Public Roads Administration, and the Nor-
wegian Food Safety Authority, all of which traditionally
used to have a strong presence in coastal and rural areas.
A driving force for the change is the ‘debureaucratisa-
tion and efficiency (ABE) reform’ (Avbyråkratisering
og effektiviseringreformen) launched by the Norwegian
Government in 2015 (Oppegård et al. 2019). It is a rela-
tively little discussed, but very significant reform. It
imposes a 0.5% cut per year in the operating expenses
of all public institutions. Initially, the ABE reform did
not lead to any substantial political protests. However,
when applied over several years, it became apparent
that the cuts started to have a significant effect,
especially for the institutions that were relatively small
from the beginning. Oppegaard et al. (2019) show that
the reform works through reducing staff, as well as

4DIFI’s notion of decentralised concentration of public workplaces is slightly different from the demographic tendency of decentral centralisation (e.g. Rasmus-
sen 2010; Almås 2015).
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reorganisations, both of which affect small public offices
in rural and peripheral areas more strongly than the
large offices in the capitol.

The withdrawal of public institutions and services
from the peripheries despite substantial protests has
contributed to a feeling of powerlessness and alienation.
Analytically, the processes described above may be
interpreted as part of a general process in which the wel-
fare state has become more alienated from everyday life
in the peripheries, rendering the political sphere more
distant, less relatable, and less susceptible to local demo-
cratic control. From the periphery’s perspective, the
development of the welfare state that has taken place
in recent decade is therefore adding to the alienation
and marginalisation described in the development of
the rural industries.

Discussion

From the article thus far, it is apparent that two different
but connected perspectives or frames of interpretation
may be applied to understand the upheaval from the
peripheries in Norway: an interest-based perspective
that addresses the economic basis of rural political econ-
omy, and a political, ideologically based perspective that
addresses what in Marxist terms may be described as the
superstructure of peripheral realities, namely the welfare
state, both of which create sentiments of alienation.

The first perspective implies interpreting the various
mobilisations from the periphery as consequences of
structural changes in rural industries and economic sec-
tors. The new rural political economy, driven by techno-
logical change and globalisation, has altered the
traditional decentralised distribution of property, creat-
ing new interest groups fighting for economic interests,
and new forms of alienation. In agriculture, jobs disap-
pear due to technological developments, mainly in the
peripheral areas where geography and climate makes
large-scale production difficult (Vik 2020). Norwegian
food producers are losing ground in volume production
due to increased international competition and
reduction in protective tariffs (Bjørkhaug et al. 2015).
Part of this loss, but far from all of it, can be compen-
sated for by increased value creation, for example in
the production of local food and rural tourism. The sea-
food and oil industries are doing relatively well in the
context of globalisation, but the competitive nature of
these industries is putting the employees under substan-
tial pressure. Other rural industries and enterprises are
struggling in export markets due to the high level of pro-
duction costs in Norway. The onshore food industry is
doing reasonably well, due to tariffs and other support
schemes for Norwegian-made raw materials.

Nevertheless, increased productivity in combination
with a fixed home market is leading to a centralising
of production facilities, also in food processing
(Kimek 2015). In abstracting somewhat, we therefore
may speak of a general process in which economic
and technological development has coincided with,
and in some instances been accomplished through, the
disenfranchisement of rural workers from industries
and resources they have traditionally controlled, creat-
ing a process of economic alienation that breeds feelings
of estrangement, powerlessness, and frustration.

The second perspective, as an interpretational frame,
means that we see a change in the basis of ideology. In
post-war Norway, the idea of a strong and active state,
both in rural and regional politics and in general econ-
omic policy, was central (Lie 2012; Teigen 2019). This
thinking has changed since the 1980s, when neoliberal
policies and ideas entered into Norwegian public policy
in general (Mydske et al. 2007), and rural and regional
policies in particular (e.g. Teigen 2019). For rural
areas and peripheries, this has implied fewer jobs and
a stagnant and aging population (NOU 2020:15). In
this context, the dismantling of specifically rural policies
and institutions, ‘decentralised concentration’, and the
rolling back of public services might have produced a
sense of political abandonment in which the welfare
state – traditionally a symbol of national identification
and solidarity – is perceived as increasingly distant or
even antagonistic. Thus, rural populations experience
real losses in term of workplaces, services, and control.
These developments may be interpreted as a form of
political alienation, which combined with the economic
alienation has provide a fertile ground for rural protests
and upheavals.

The two frames of interpretation help us to under-
stand how fundamental changes in the use of key
rural resources such as agricultural land, forests, and
fisheries, combined with a changing ideological
approach to public policies, have provoked the recent
upheaval from the Norwegian peripheries. On a more
general level, the above-mentioned developments may
be described as a process of rural and peripheral alien-
ation, in which populations in such areas have become
increasingly detached from local industries, the tra-
ditional ways of life with which they are associated,
and the welfare state as a legitimate arena of political
representation. While these developments may have
been intended to stimulate economic growth and cre-
ate a more efficient state apparatus, their benefits may
not be immediately apparent from a local perspective.
Rather, they seem to have produced experiences of
powerlessness and isolation from the centres of con-
trol, in turn creating a paradoxical situation in
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which economic development increases rather than
decreases social dissatisfaction. As Cramer (2016)
argues in her study of rural resentment in Wisconsin,
perceptions of injustice are not necessarily directly
determined by economic realities, but they are also
shaped by people’s experiences of power and status
in their daily lives.

Applying alienation theory to the Norwegian case
allows us to understand how changes in the political
economy may produce qualitative experiences of depri-
vation relatively independently from quantitative
changes in income or wealth inequality. Politically, the
discontent created by the economic and political alien-
ation of people in the peripheries may be easily mobi-
lised into opposition towards an urban centre
perceived as ultimately responsible for these unwel-
comed developments. As a result, centre-periphery
conflicts may be reactivated even in the absence of
increasing inequality or industrial decline. Regardless
of whether the current rural and peripheral protest
movements in Norway fall, either partly or fully,
under the umbrella of populism or nationalist politics,
the key is to understand that the real changes to the
country’s political economy affect the lives of people liv-
ing in the peripheries, and that populations in these
areas and those identifying with them react to that. In
this sense, we can say that there are elements of the
Broxian populist tradition in the current rural and per-
ipheral discontent. However, there are clearly also
elements of the structural elements created in the politi-
cal economy, which are similar to Rokkan’s perspectives
(Rokkan 1987). Taken together then, this points to a
rural and peripheral alienation that may explain the
recent global emergence of politics where otherwise het-
erogenous groups fit together in groups of ‘somweheres’
and ‘anwheres’, to use Goodhart’s terms (Goodhart
2017).

Conclusions

In this article we have proposed alienation combined
with a political economy perspective to understand
recent upheavals from the peripheries in Norway. We
have suggested that this can serve as a basis for under-
standing similar upheavals in Western countries in gen-
eral. However, we do not claim this to be a definitive or
fully developed perspective. Rather, the article is a
reflective piece of work in which we have sought to
put together fragments of a sort of ‘third way’ of under-
standing such upheavals in contemporaryWestern capi-
talist societies that places itself between current
dominating populist perspectives on the one side and
traditional centre-periphery models on the other side.

The approach is elaborated with the use of the Norwe-
gian case. Our perspective is suggestive, and we point
to the importance of looking at long-term developments
in the nature-based rural industries, combined with
ideological and functional changes to the state, and to
how such changes unite various groups from the periph-
eries and from rural areas in a state of alienation vis-à-
vis the urban political and economic elites. Our main
suggestion is that it is not marginalisation that creates
tensions between centre and periphery, but rather
experiences of alienation related to transitions within
in the political economy. We have sought to show the
usefulness of this theory with the Norwegian case,
which is characterised by having a strong natural
resource-based rural economy spread across a stretched
out and mountainous country, and a well-functioning
welfare state. For other countries and cases, different
characteristics will be dominant. Notwithstanding this,
alienation stemming from a combination of transitions
in the political economy and public withdrawal may
prove to be a core element for understanding upheavals
in the peripheries.
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