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Experimenting with Price: Crafting the New Social Contract in Finland 
 
Lisa Adkins, Matti Kortesoja, Mona Mannevuo, Katariina Mäkinen 
 
Finland is currently experiencing a rapid shift away from a tripartite social agreement between 
organized labour, the state and employers towards what is termed a new ‘social contract’ 
comprising labour market reform, localized wage agreements, austerity measures and the 
restructuring of the welfare state. The latter includes a strong programme of work based welfare 
reform. In these respects Finland is experiencing and experimenting with the kinds of social, 
economic and political changes set in play paradigmatically by the UK and the US from the 1970s 
onwards. 
 
As is well documented the neo-liberal reform agenda is structured and characterized by the 
rhetoric claiming that the price of labour be urgently deregulated. These rhetorical gestures are 
strongly in play in the current moment in Finland across all actors involved in negotiating the 
terms of the new social contract. Despite these rhetorical gestures, in this paper we aim to show 
that the new social contract involves the rolling out of an infrastructure which is partially designed 
to enable price setting for labour. While fragmented this infrastructure is co-ordinated by various 
state, quasi state, welfare state, and new economic actors, such as consultants and think tanks.  
Here we focus on two aspects of this infrastructure: first, new deals being formed between the 
state and organized labour regarding the price of labour and second, experiments with workfare 
which provision labour to employers. This paper therefore aims to demonstrate that despite the 
breakdown of national price setting mechanisms for the price of labour this does not amount to a 
free play of price in the marketplace or to the externalization of price. Instead, the price of labour 
is produced through a process of devaluation internal to the state endorsed infrastructure of the 
new social contract. 
  



Rethinking Probability: A Measure that Cannot Hold 
 
Patricia Ticineto Clough 
 
In addressing the question of price, I will draw out the implication of the affective turn for method 
and measure generally.  I especially will focus on the changing understanding of probability with 
the rise of big data, or data sets that cannot be totalized. This will take my presentation to the 
immediacy of twenty-first century media and the impossibility of communicating/representation, 
suggesting a profound change in the function of contemporary social sciences.  
  



The price of attention in social media 
 
Susanna Paasonen 
 
The quest for user attention – for content to stick rather slide by, for affect to cluster rather than 
fade away and for focus to linger on – is at the very heart of the political economy of social media. 
In this framework, attention is seen as a scarce resource in a media environment characterised by 
the abundance of available, constantly recirculating media content. Here attention, routinely 
inseparable in its fast rhythms and fickle directions from the dynamics of distraction, has itself 
taken the shape of an immaterial commodity. 
 
Contra to the online cultures of the 1990s built on subscription fees, social media platforms are 
technically free to use. Their profits are made through data mining and targeted advertising based 
on from both the content that users knowingly provide and the data that their movements 
automatically generate on social connections, consumer and lifestyle preferences, travels and 
visits, interests, values, and beliefs. Zooming in on this media landscape that aims to grab users by 
the eyeballs, optimise the circulation of sticky content and the harvesting of affective ties, this 
paper inquires after the different prices, costs and values of social media platforms, their free 
content and the unpaid forms of user labour that feed into this all. 
  



The Multiplication of the Margin 
 
Fiona Allon 
 
According to the theory of marginal utility as developed by William Stanley Jevons, price is always 
set at the margin. From this point of view, price is determined not so much by what buyers are 
prepared to pay, but rather by the limits set by what they won’t pay. 
 
In the 1850s, when he was working on his theory of marginal utility, Jevons was living in Sydney. 
The cost of property, including house prices at the time, was an important reference point for his 
understanding of the manner in which the economic apparatus as a whole functioned. Jevons, of 
course, was witness to the operations of a relatively closed economy: Sydney, despite being very 
much a part of a wider colonial network, was fundamentally defined by the tyranny of distance. In 
any economic transaction in the colony, the margin most often found its limit at the edge of the 
small pool of colonial investors.  
 
In the early 21st century, the Sydney housing market could not be more different, and yet the 
margin continues to play a defining role. House prices now bear almost no relation whatsoever to 
the wages/income of the average city resident. Instead the limits to pricing are set, as often as not, 
by what can be borrowed as credit and deployed against the ever-growing strength of an 
international investment market. If there even is a margin anymore, as envisaged by marginal 
utility theorists like Jevons, then globalisation, derivatives markets and digital communications 
have insured that it lies somewhere within an ever-fluid financial sphere, or within China’s middle 
class, rather than within the geographical limits of Australia’s wealthiest city.  
 
In 2013 the New York Times described housing as a ‘new global reserve currency’. David Graeber, 
similarly, argues that real estate has become something like U.S. treasury bonds, a basic currency 
of the international rich. How then to understand the relationship between housing and price? 
This paper seeks to undertake a preliminary investigation of this increasingly problematic 
relationship. 
  



Pricing the Anthropocene 
Reinsurance and the management of climate change insecurity 
 
Turo-Kimmo Lehtonen & Salla Jarske 
 
For the financial sector, the Anthropocene has brought about new challenges: not only do the 
expected and potential weather abnormalities, drought, mass movements and famine put capital 
at risk in new kinds of ways, but also, and relatedly, new kinds of opportunities emerge as regards 
the financialization of the biosphere on a planetary scale. This paper studies how the pricing of 
uncertainty, risk and opportunity is achieved by reinsurance companies, and how they 
communicate this to the investors. At the core of global insurance business and its infrastructure 
character is the fact that most insurance contracts themselves are insured; the risks carried by 
individual insurance instruments are pooled in meta level instruments of reinsurance. Reinsurance 
companies have, for quite some time, been evaluating the costs of the ongoing climate change. 
Indeed, through the prices of catastrophe and weather related instruments, climate change is 
given a price in the reinsurance companies’ present practices. This is noteworthy as, first, these 
companies are now able to make money through climate change. Second, and at the same time, 
for insurance companies it is crucial that the likelihood of the events which they underwrite are 
diminished as much as possible. Therefore, reinsurance companies have a strong incentive for 
supporting societal measures which make the likelihood of severe climate change destruction 
smaller. Consequently, this major capitalist financial field is eagerly and actively working to 
prevent climate change from taking place. This paper analyses the published materials that 
reinsurance companies have distributed to potential investors and asks: How is the insecurity 
created by climate change actively incorporated into reinsurance companies’ business practices? 
How is the Anthropocene made into a financial risk and opportunity? 
  



Entangling calculation and feeling: Pricing confidence and self-esteem in body-image campaigns 
 
Rebecca Coleman 
 
This paper takes as its starting point an understanding of price proposed by Viviana Zelizer (1985). 
Zelizer argues that much critical work in economic sociology and related fields assumes that, (i) the 
economic and socio-cultural are distinct realms; (ii) the economic realm is expanding into the 
socio-cultural realm; and (iii) price is a powerful corrupter of social and cultural values (1985: 18). 
Troubling these assumptions, she suggests instead that the ‘commercialisation effect’ of price ‘has 
its precise counterpart – a reciprocal “sacralisation” process by which value shapes price, investing 
it with social, religious, or sentimental meaning’ (1985: 21). This paper considers the efficacy of 
Zelizer’s work for contemporary forms of price and pricing through a focus on UK government 
campaigns over the past 15 years to improve girls’ and young women’s self-confidence, self-
esteem and body image; campaigns which frame these issues as, in part, economic problems in 
that they hamper girls’ and women’s ability to be effective at school and in the workplace. Such 
framings have been critiqued by a range of feminist scholars for applying market-based principles 
of entrepreneurship and self-discipline to social issues, displacing structural problems onto 
individual(ised) girls and women, and watering down feminism through branding and marketing. 
The aim of the paper is not to argue that such campaigns do not involve the marketization of 
feminism or girls, but rather to explore whether and how the relations between the economic and 
socio-cultural are reciprocal, and to consider what an emphasis on price brings to light about these 
relations. Following Zelizer, I ask: how does the pricing of socio-cultural issues and feelings such as 
a lack of self-esteem, low confidence and poor body image work in these campaigns? Does the 
socio-cultural affect the economic, as well as being affected by it? If so, how? I suggest that a focus 
on these campaigns is helpful in exploring price as a process whereby quantities and qualities, 
capital and bodies, measure and value, calculation and feeling, become entangled.  
  



The circumstantial worlds of pricing  
 
Derek McCormack 
 
This paper will consider how we might understand the spacetimes of pricing when more and more 
of the pricing we encounter is shaped by dynamic, algorithmic processes operating at very fine 
intervals of action. To do so the paper develops the concept of circumstantial worlds. The point of 
departure of the paper are Deleuze and Guattari’s brief comments on the question of the 
circumstantial, comments that they make via a brief allusion to a traumatic and disruptive price-
related event – hyperinflation. Returning briefly to Deleuze’s early consideration of circumstance 
in his writing on Hume, the paper then layers this with Serres’ understanding of the concept of the 
circumstantial as something that is much wider in its spatiotemporal ambit. This discussion forms 
the basis for a consideration of the circumstantial worlds of contemporary forms of pricing. While 
these circumstances are not best grasped in terms of the lifeworlds of the phenomenological 
subject, they can be grasped through the partial palpability of more-than-human worlds that 
gather around and through practice and technologies of pricing. Crucially, while the operational 
present of much of contemporary pricing takes place outside the domain of human sensing and 
awareness, the paper argues that it remains important to consider how the circumstantial worlds 
of pricing show up and become palpable in the tensed spacetimes of the ordinary. 
 
 
 

 
 
 


