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BULENT KENES is an academic and a journalist who has over 25 years of
professional experience. He has managed multiple publications, both in
Turkish and English.
ECPS Leader Profile Series offer analyses of political leaders and prominent public figures with populist tendencies. Unless otherwise indicated,
the views expressed by the author are only attributable him and not to any
institution with which they are associated.

The profile available for free downloading from the ECPS website (www.
populismstudies.org)
©ECPS 2021

ECPS | 155 Wetstraat, Rue de la loi, 1040 Brussels, Belgium | Tel: (+32) 246 583 18 | www.populismstudies.org

Table of contents
1. INTRODUCTION���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 5

2. THE SD FOUNDED OVER NEO-NAZI GROUND ������������������������������������������ 7

3. THE SD HAS BECOME A NEW SHELTER FOR THE WORKING
CLASS���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 9

4. RACISM & XENOPHOBIA: THE SD’S TWO MAIN CHARACTERISTICS
TO HIDE����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 12

5. BETWEEN CULTURAL RACISM AND CARE RACISM������������������������������� 15

6. IMMIGRANTS: FROM “GUEST WORKERS” TO
“FUEL FOR THE SD” ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 16

7. IMMIGRANTS: APPROACHING DOOM, DECAY, ENEMIES, AND
THREATS��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 19

8. MUSLIMS AS A “UNIVERSAL OUT-GROUP,” ISLAM AS AN “OPEN
THREAT”�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 23

9. ISLAMOPHOBIA WORKS BETTER WITHOUT MUSLIMS ���������������������� 26

10. CORDON SANITAIRE: CONTAINMENT OF THE SD �������������������������������� 29

11. THE SD FOLLOW THE LINE OF OTHER PRR PARTIES:
EUROSCEPTICISM ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 33

CONCLUSION���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 35
REFERENCES ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 36

INTRODUCTION
Like many regions around the world, Europe has witnessed a resurgence
of populist, radical-right (PRR) parties over the past three decades. These
parties share an emphasis on ethno-nationalism, and their programs are directed toward making the nation more ethnically homogeneous. They also
tend to accuse elites of favoring internationalism and cosmopolitanism over
the nation and of putting their own interests ahead of the interests of the
people (Rydgren & van der Meiden, 2019). Hence, the core message of PRR
parties is a mixture of ethnic nationalism (nativism), authoritarianism, and
populism (Mudde 2007).
Nativism, which overlaps with the boundaries of the modern state and
those of the native ethnic majority population (Norocel, 2017), is defined
as “an ideology, which holds that states should be inhabited exclusively by
members of the native group (‘the nation’) and that non-native elements are
fundamentally threatening to the ethnic purity and the homogenous nation-state” (Mudde, 2007; Norocel, 2017). This feature is related to the protection of national values and traditions, welfare chauvinism, and opposition to
immigration, Islam, and the European Union (EU) (Backlund & Jungar, 2019).
Authoritarianism pertains to a punitive interpretation of conventional ethics
coupled with a strict enforcement of law and order (Norris, 2005) in which
infringements of authority are to be punished severely (Mudde, 2007). This
feature most notably relates to an uncompromising approach to combatting crime and terrorism. Meanwhile, populism is understood as a “vision of
democracy” that favors the fulfilment of the unmediated will of the people
(Backlund & Jungar, 2019).
PRR parties usually mobilize support by their claiming that mainstream
political parties are unresponsive to the voters’ demands, together with a
promise to bridge the gap between the people and the political establishment by providing voters with neglected policy alternatives (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2012). In this context, the PRR vote has been driven mainly by policy
concerns, primarily on the issue of immigration (Backlund & Jungar, 2019).
Despite immigration having been a political concern agenda in Sweden for
decades, the country was exceptional for lacking a PRR party in parliament
until the beginning of last decade. With the partial exception of the 1991 election, when the newly formed New Democracy garnered 6.7 percent of the
vote but did not get re-elected in 1994 and dissolved shortly thereafter (Taggart, 1996), no Swedish radical right-wing party had come close to winning a
parliamentary seat until the 2010 election (Rydgren & van der Meiden, 2019).
The political sociologist Rydgren (2002) posited four main explanations
for why Sweden was exceptional in regards to PRR parties: i) Social class
still mattered more in Sweden than elsewhere; ii) Partly as a result of this,
socio-economic issues still structured most politics in Sweden, and issues
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belonging to the sociocultural dimension – most importantly immigration
– were of low salience to the voters; iii) There was a relatively low degree of
convergence between the major mainstream parties, and voters still perceived clear policy alternatives across the left-right divide; and iv) The leading radical right-wing alternative, the Sweden Democrats (Sverigedemokraterna, SD), was perceived as being too extreme (Rydgren, 2002). Compared
to its Nordic neighbors, the realignment process in Sweden was delayed. Socioeconomic politics still dominated the agenda, and voters prioritized these
over sociocultural political issues. Although class voting declined slowly in
Sweden, it remained fairly high throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, especially among the working classes. However, this has begun to change in the
2010s (Rydgren & van der Meiden, 2019).
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Sweden Democrats’ Square Meeting in Umeå. Jimmie Åkesson speaks to the people on the city square where
opposition left-wingers have formed a chain and protest in Umeå, Sweden on August 14, 2018.

The SD Founded
Over Neo-Nazi
Ground

and the SD were blurred. Around the mid1990s, the new party leadership banned
political uniforms at SD demonstrations
(Rydgren & van der Meiden, 2019). The SD
began a process of transformation as it
sought to become a democratically legitimate party; however, success at the polls
was not immediate. The SD struggled to
gain traction in part because of the nationalist-populist party New Democracy
(NyD), with its political rhetoric based on
an anti-establishment, anti-immigration,
anti-taxes and anti-bureaucracy worldview (Westlind, 1996). There was little
space for the SD to consolidate its position in Swedish politics. Even though NyD
more or less dissolved during the 1994
general elections, the SD was unable to
attract more than 14,000 votes (Hellström
& Nilsson, 2010).

The SD was founded in 1988 (Rydgren,
2006) as a successor to The Sweden Party
(Sverigepartiet), which was founded in
1986 as a result of the merger between
the Progress Party (Framstegspartiet)
and the racist and far-right political group
Keep Sweden Swedish (Bevara Sverige
Svenskt) (Jungar & Jupskås 2014; Elgenius
& Rydgren 2019). The SD originated from
an extreme right-wing milieu and was
long viewed as morally and politically illegitimate by a large segment of voters and
by mainstream parties. Since the party
originally had its roots in Swedish fascism
(Rydgren, 2006) and white nationalism
(Rothwell, 2018), the SD failed to present a
respectable façade (Peterson 2016; Rydgren 2002).

Despite its efforts at legitimization, it
was still not uncommon to find SD activists who had connections to neo-Nazi
environments, including members in
relatively prominent positions. The party
has increasingly tried to distance itself
from the extra-parliamentary extreme
right. These efforts began when one of
the party’s hard-line factions left the party
to form the National Democrats. Ahead

The SD’s ambivalent relationship to
neo-Nazis and other openly right-wing extremists has been a recurrent problem for
the party. During the first half of the 1990s,
the boundaries between these groups
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of the 2002 election, the SD managed to
recruit the Conservative party deputy Sten
Christer Andersson to join the party; this
signaled an increased legitimacy. However, the SD still received only 1.4 percent of
the votes in the 2002 election (Rydgren &
van der Meiden, 2019).

The SD’s ambivalent relationship to neo-Nazis and
other openly right-wing extremists has been a recurrent problem for the party.
During the first half of the
1990s, the boundaries between these groups and the
SD were blurred. Around
the mid-1990s, the new party leadership banned political uniforms at SD demonstrations.

During the 2000s the SD’s so-called
“Scania gang” – also known as the “Gang
of Four” and which consisted of the youth
wing chair Jimmie Åkesson, Björn Söder,
Mattias Karlsson, and Richard Jomshof –
continued and expanded the SD’s moderation policy, which included ousting
openly extremist members and reshaping
the SD’s platform. In 2003, the party declared the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights to be a cornerstone of its policies
(Rydgren, 2006). In 2005, Åkesson defeated Mikael Jansson in a leadership contest.
Shortly after, the party changed its logo
from the flaming torch to one featuring
an Anemone hepatica, reminiscent of the
party’s very first, but short-lived logo (Sweden Democrats, 2005).

sociocultural politics, and in particular the
politicization of the immigration issue; iii)
The increased convergence caused by a
double move toward the center by the Social Democratic party and the Conservative Party, leaving voters confused about
policy alternatives; iv) The successful
process by which the SD tried to distance
itself from its neo-fascist past and erect a
more respectable façade.

Efforts at creating a more credible image intensified after Åkesson assumed
leadership of the party and may have
contributed to the party’s relative success in the 2006 election, in which the SD
managed to increase its voter share to
almost 3 percent. When the SD entered
Parliament with 5.7 percent of the votes in
2010, Sweden was no longer exceptional
in not having had an electorally successful PRR party (Rydgren & van der Meiden,
2019). Immigration and law & order were
the two most important issues for voters
who cast their ballot for the SD in the 2010
elections according to an electoral survey
conducted by Swedish public television
(SVT) (Holmberg et al, 2010).

The decline of class voting has been
explained by major societal changes – e.g.,
modernization and globalization – and
increased educational levels as well as
to changes in people’s value structures.
The overall left-right polarization in the
Swedish party system also seems to affect
class voting (Jansen et al. 2012), meaning
that ideological convergence between
mainstream parties may decrease class
voting as well. As social democratic parties move toward the center in order to
win middle-class voters, the effect may be
weakened alignments with working-class
voters. In addition, the position of social
democratic parties on sociocultural issues
influences class voting: as these parties
increasingly tried to mobilize based on
left-liberal sociocultural policies that were
predominantly embraced by the new
middle classes, they may have alienated
some working-class voters who on aver-

The political mainstream and media’s
reaction against the success of the SD
was one of profound shock. Nevertheless,
most commentators were, in general,
careful not to blame the voters. A strong
faith in rationality was reflected in the
texts, in the sense that voters were considered to be rational but not racists; therefore, they must have had other reasons
for voting SD (Hellström & Nilsson, 2010).
The election result was also interpreted as
precipitating: i) The decline of class politics in Sweden; ii) The growing salience of
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age share more traditional and authoritarian values (Kitschelt, 2012). In any case,
a decrease in left-right distinctions leaves
room for other cleavages to be politicized
(Rydgren & van der Meiden, 2019).
At the same time, trade union membership has declined in Sweden since the
beginning of 1990s. In 2015, 71 percent of
all employees were members of a trade
union, and the share among workers was
65 percent. Twenty years earlier, 88 percent of all workers were union members
(Larsson, 2015). This decline is important,
since the support for PRR parties tends
to be higher among non-unionized workers than among unionized working-class
voters (Rydgren & van der Meiden, 2019).
Nevertheless, 24 percent of unionized
working-class voters supported the SD in
2015, making it the second most popular
party among this voting bloc (SCB, 2015).

The SD Has Become
a New Shelter for the
Working Class
Moreover, the lower educated and
unemployed are more likely to vote for
xenophobic PRR parties. Many studies
have found strong correlations between
low levels of education and support for
nationalist PRR parties, along with more
authoritarian ideological leanings (Hainmueller & Hiscox, 2007). As education is
very closely associated with class position,
this could indicate that the critical factor
behind working-class support for PRR
parties isn’t class but education (Ivarsflaten & Stubager, 2013).

As is the case for most PRR parties in
most other European countries, the SD
receives its strongest support from the
established working class, in spite of the
high degree of class voting and left-right
mobilization which used to characterize
Swedish politics (Oskarson & Demker,
2015). Several studies point to social marginalization and economic risk exposure
as important determinants for working-class support for PRR parties, linked to
a model of globalization where a group of
“losers” competes against a group of “winners” (Betz, 2004 & Rydgren, 2007). Due to
modernization and globalization, people
in low-skilled jobs or in traditional sectors
and with low levels of educational attainment risk losing out when competition for
jobs and resources becomes global due
to open borders and migration (Oskarson
& Demker, 2015). These workers – those
excluded from the transition toward a
knowledge and service society – have
been successfully recruited by PRR parties
(Oesch, 2008).

This pattern holds true in Sweden
(Holmberg, 2007). Class differences as
well as authoritarian leanings can largely
be explained by differences in education (Bengtsson et al., 2013). As a result,
two-thirds of the total support for the SD
came from the working class, of which 28
percent came from the “lower technical”
and 27 percent from the “lower sales and
service” categories. In comparison, the Social Democrats received just over half (51
percent) of their votes from the working
class (Oskarson & Demker, 2015).
Meanwhile, Swedish election data
shows that layoff notifications among lowskilled native-born workers account for
31 percent of the increased vote share for
the SD. The effect of layoff notifications on
support for the SD is larger in areas with a
high share of low-skilled immigrants and
in areas with a low share of high-skilled
immigrants. These findings are in line
with theories suggesting that voters at-
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SD has done (Oskarson & Demker, 2015).

tribute their impaired economic status to
immigration. For every second low-skilled
native-born worker receiving a layoff notification, the SD gains, on average, one
additional vote (Dehdari, 2018).
The SD has refused to situate itself on
the left-right scale (Heinö, 2016) in the
hopes of cherry-picking conflicting policies from both left and right (Timbro,
2019). This has allowed them to scoop up
voters as the Swedish working class has
de-aligned with the Social Democratic
Party. In this dealignment, the SD saw
an opportunity to mobilize underlying
authoritarian ideological leanings and
political distrust.

On the surface, the SD has
a rather remarkable history, moving from a “party
of skinheads” to “a party of
older bald men.” However,
considering the SD’s historical connections to nationalist fringe movements, one
could argue the party has
a hidden agenda, and that
official party documents
present one set of politics to gain legitimacy but
would enact another set of
“true” or preferred politics if
in power.

These social cleavages present possible
explanations for the labor class’s support
of populist/nationalist parties like the
SD. A first line of explanation sees working-class support of PRR parties as an expression of economic conflict in terms of
competition with immigrants in the labor
market (Oskarson & Demker, 2015). A second line of explanation focuses on the nationalist/traditionalist aspect of the parties
and explains working-class support more
in terms of a defense of traditionalist and
authoritarian values (Napier & Jost, 2008).
A third line of explanation sees the populist/nationalist parties as protest parties,
opposing the “political establishment” in
defense of “ordinary people”; this line of
thought focuses more on the anti-political
or anti-elite aspect of the parties (Abedi,
2004).

Meanwhile, the SD officially changed
its designation from nationalist to social
conservative in 2011, and in 2012, the party
introduced what it called “zero tolerance
for racism,” which resulted in numerous
expulsions of party members who had
publicly expressed opinions deemed too
racist (Widfeldt 2015). The SD has managed to quite radically transform their
image in a democratically legitimate and
credible direction. Thus, while the party in
its early days was dismissed as consisting
of racist criminals and hooligans, scholars and political commentators currently
include the SD in the Western European
family of new PRR parties (Strömblad &
Malmberg, 2016). Nevertheless, one may
argue that these expulsions were primarily cosmetic and designed to signal to voters that the SD had a serious desire to rid
itself of its politically extreme past. These
efforts likely helped to destigmatize the
party in the eyes of many voters (Rydgren
& van der Meiden, 2019).

As it was mentioned above, another
contributing factor to the success of PRR
parties is the political opportunities that
arise from the convergence of mainstream parties in political space (Kitschelt,
1995). When Swedish voters are asked, the
overall left-right distance between the Social Democrats and the Conservatives was
perceived to be larger in the 1970s than
in more recent elections. The tendency
of convergence is clearly visible and in
the creation of the center-right electoral
coalition, the Alliance (Alliansen) (Rydgren
& van der Meiden, 2019). As left-right polarization in the traditional Swedish party
system has decreased and most parties
have moved towards a libertarian position,
it has become possible to articulate an authoritarian ideological position, which the

On the surface, the SD has a rather re-
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markable history, moving from a “party of
skinheads” to “a party of older bald men.”
Survey data also shows that SD voters
now tend to articulate rather mainstream
opinions with regard to welfare policy,
taxation, and so forth (Holmberg, 2007).
However, qualitative assessments by
experts estimate radical parties as being
more extreme than their actual policies
would suggest (Klingemann et al, 2006;
Benoit & Laver 2006; Volkens, 2007), while
supporters of radical parties tend to be
less moderate than the parties themselves (Klingemann et al, 2006). Considering the SD’s historical connections to
nationalist fringe movements, one could
argue the party has a hidden agenda, and
that official party documents present one
set of politics to gain legitimacy but would
enact another set of “true” or preferred
politics if in power (Backlund, 2011).
In the 2014 election, 12.9 percent of voters supported the SD (Elgenius & Rydgren
2019) despite the party being characterized as right-wing populist (Berezin, 2013),
national-conservative, anti-immigrant,
and far-right (Downs, 2012). Since this
election, the SD has played a huge role in
Swedish politics (Heinö, 2016). The party’s
fortunes have continued to rise, and the
SD enjoyed increased support in the 2018
general election, when it garnered 17.5
percent of all votes and secured 62 seats
in Parliament, becoming Sweden’s third
largest party (Deutsche Welle, 2018).
Thus, the SD has increased its support
in every election since its formation. There
is no other party in Europe, regardless of
political affiliation, that has had the same
kind of success. The SD’s success has
created a rift within the formerly solid center-right alliance (Timbro, 2019). And while
there is a popular perception that PRR
parties draw support from the very young
or the very old, SD voters are over-represented among middle-aged people.
As the party’s popularity has grown, the
typical SD-voter tends to be married, have
a fairly strong household income, and live
in an area that could be regarded as middle-class suburbia (Sannerstedt, 2008).
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Jimmie Åkesson speaks to the people on the city square where opposition left-wingers have formed a chain and
protest in Umeå, Sweden on August 14, 2018.

Racism &
Xenophobia: The SD’s
Two Main
Characteristics to
Hide

Swedish (Bevara Sverige Svenskt) (Hellström & Nilsson, 2010).
Furthermore, some SD members have
been involved in the growing industry of
white power music and have sponsored
music of the nationalist Viking rock band
Ultima Thule. Various party officials have
acknowledged that being fans of Ultima
Thule’s music factored prominently in
their decision to become politically engaged (Teitelbaum, 2013). And early in its
existence, the SD recommended international connections to its members. These
included the National Democratic Party of
Germany, the American National Association for the Advancement of White People, and publications like the Nazi Nation
Europa and Nouvelle École, a newspaper
that advocates racial biology (Expo, 2014).
In its members’ bulletin of 1989, the party
also published a list of addresses of allies,
i.e. the Front National in France, pro-apartheid newspapers in South Africa, a Ku
Klux Klan affiliated journal in the US, and
the journal Spearhead, published by the
notorious neo-Nazi John Tydall in England. The SD’s logo from the 1990s until
2006 was a version of the torch used by
the British National Front (Hellström &
Nilsson, 2010; Larsson & Ekman 2001).

The SD held its first annual meeting in
1989 and elected Anders Klarström as the
party’s president. Prior to this, Klarström
had been a member of a neo-Nazi party
(Nordiska Rikspartiet) and had a criminal
record that included the stealing of ammunition, vandalism, and making illegal
threats (Hellström & Nilsson, 2010). The
SD’s first auditor, Gustaf Ekström, was a
Waffen-SS veteran and had been a member of the national socialist party Svensk
Socialistisk Samling in the 1940s (Widfeldt,
2010). In 1989, Ekström became a member
of the SD’s national board. Other representatives of the party’s executive members had similar backgrounds. Some were
members of violent extreme right movements such as the White Arian Resistance
(Vitt Ariskt Motstånd) and Keep Sweden
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gration, welfare-chauvinism, nativism, and
xenophobia (Mulinari, et al. 2014) as issues
defining the SD.

In the mid-1990s, the SD continued to
attract members known to be associated
with riots and Nazi groups, and the party
continued its racist, extremist activities.
For instance, SD organized a gathering in
Stockholm on November 30, 1993, to celebrate the late king of Sweden, Karl XII. Approximately 1,000 people took part in the
event, which ended in chaos and violence.
At the front, the Nazi flag hung beside
the Swedish flag. The entire city-center
resonated with the crowd’s shouts of “Sieg
Heil” (Tamas, 2003).

Many argue that traditional racism has
lost much of its power in Western Europe
and a new type of racism has emerged
post-WWII (Barker, 1981 & Miles, 1989). This
new form of racism is not based on biology and hierarchies, but on culture and difference. It does not argue that some races
are superior or inferior, but rather stresses
the insurmountable difference between
culturally defined entities. According to
the new cultural racism, a merging of
different ethnic groups would lead to
the abolition of the unique qualities that
constitute the ethnicities, implying that
different ethnic groups should be kept
separated (Rydgren, 2008).

In 1995, the newly elected party president Mikael Jansson decided to bar
extremists from the party and prohibited
the wearing of uniforms during demonstrations. However, prior to the elections in
1998, the party did not hesitate to receive
financial support from the French Front
National of Jean Marie Le Pen and joined
forces with the European nationalist
network (Euro-Nat) (Hellström & Nilsson,
2010).

In this context, Teitelbaum has called the
SD a radical nationalist party (Teitelbaum,
2013), and the party has been described
by Rydgren and others as xenophobic,
racist, and right-wing populist (Rydgren,
2008 & Mudde, 2007). In 2013 a Sveriges
Radio journalist called the SD xenophobic,
which resulted in a complaint lodged with
the broadcasting regulator. The Swedish
Broadcasting Commission determined
that this description was acceptable (Mellgren, 2013).

But by the end of the decade, the party
took further steps to moderate itself. In
1999, the SD left Euro-Nat although the
youth wing remained affiliated until 2002
(Expo, 2010). In 2001, the most extreme
faction was expelled from the SD, leading
to the formation of the more radical National Democrats (Rydgren, 2006).

Sociocultural authoritarianism and,
more specifically, ethno-nationalism and
xenophobia have been the most important niches for PRR parties seeking
expanded political opportunities. (Elgenius & Rydgren, 2019). With its emphasis
on sociocultural issues, the SD’s political
profile is oriented to the populist radical
right (PRR), at least as the concept was
developed in France under the label “la
Nouvelle Droite” (Declair, 1999). According
to the official party doctrine, Swedishness
is constituted by culture and not by race.
The SD has switched its focus from ethnicity to an emphasis on culture and impermeable cultural differences (Hellström
& Nilsson, 2010). The SD does not presuppose either that certain ethnic groups or
cultures are superior or inferior to others,
but rather holds that the difference between Swedes and non-Swedes is considered incommensurable. In this view,
sometimes referred to as ethno-pluralism
(Rydgren, 2007), all people are natural-

Some academicians, like Castells, attribute the emergence and rise of PRR parties like SD with the cultural identity crisis
rocking European societies. According to
him, supra-nationality leads to national
identities becoming blurred and major
cities getting more entangled. In this age
of information overflow, people who feel
insecure about who they are may turn
to nationalist ideologies as a collectivist
response to the neo-liberalization of the
world (Castells, 1993). As such, there has
been an upsurge in research on xenophobic populist or PRR parties during the last
decades, mirroring their political successes. In the Swedish context, a country
characterized by neoliberal restructuring
has seen debates on issues of “race,” citizenship, and belonging. The tendency to
define racism in terms of biological racism
continues to be strong in Sweden. Instead
of using the word “racism,” researchers often talk about migration sceptics, anti-mi-
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(Andersson, 2009). The concept embodies
the “Swedish model,” a social-democratic
welfare system that couples comprehensive welfare with democratic government
on egalitarian principles under the stewardship of social-democratic governance.
It specifically references the period 193276, when the Social Democrats governed
Sweden. As a political concept its meanings have shifted over time This metaphor
is now employed by the SD to summarize
its nostalgic political vision of a homogeneous political system for all Swedish
people. It is also a strategy of good-by-association(Hellström & Nilsson, 2010). Today,
the SD claims to be the folkhem’s sole
guardian (Norocel, 2017).

ly attached to separate ethnic enclaves
(Hellström & Nilsson, 2010).
Accordingly, the SD depicts multiculturalism as the source of all evil without
denying other peoples’ right to reside
in distinct cultural enclaves: “The party
distances itself from multiculturalism,
racism, and doctrines that predict ethnic
origin to be the only determinant for national belonging” (Sverigedemokraterna,
2008). The SD argues that multiculturalism poses a threat to the shared values
that constitute the cultural community of
Sweden. The party defines what it means
by Swedish identity: “Swedish applies
to the one who has a principal Swedish
identity and is from her own perspective
and by others regarded as Swedish.” The
rhetorical figure underpinning this message is: “Sweden belongs to the Swedes”
(Hellström & Nilsson, 2010). Taking this
into account, it is a reasonable assumption to say that many immigration-sceptic
SD voters are also xenophobes – and that
some of them are also racists (Rydgren,
2008).

According to Norocel, the SD has exploited the folkhem’s conceptual salience
to cement an image of Swedish society
as the home reserved exclusively for
“Swedish people” who are under constant
threat at the hands of immediate “others.” Indeed, research evinces that such
welfare chauvinist appeals were used to
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The SD has shifted its ideological role
models over time. Initially, the party was
modelled after neo-right proponents (e.g.
Le Pen and Haider); but now, it models
itself after leading Social Democratic
figures. In its rhetoric, the SD adheres to
the more traditional version of Social Democracy. Its position could thus be summarized as, “We are the true Social Democrats.” In this context, the SD returns to
Per-Albin Hansson (Swedish Prime Minister between 1932 and 1946) as a key inspiration for its politics. Hansson is regarded
as the chief architect of the transformation of post-war Sweden to a “people’s
home” (folkhemmet). In the 19th century,
this metaphor was associated with the
ideals of organic conservatism and nationalist romanticism (Hall, 1998), although
since 1932, the “people’s home” has been
used as a mobilizing metaphor for the Social Democratic project of administrating
and realizing social reforms.

The SD’s nostalgic appeal to
an idealized and sanitized
version of the Swedish welfare system (folkhem) and
its references to the Swedish people, their culture,
and their Christian (Lutheran) religion replaced former
SD appeals to safeguard racial purity, reintroduce the
death penalty, ban abortion,
and stop non-European
adoptions, albeit arguably
in a “racializing manner
that often recreates the
content of biological racism
through different words.”

The folkhem is the quintessential concept of modern Swedish politics and
society, representing a political and social
project aimed at symbolically gathering
together Swedish men and women under
the protective roof of a collective home
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constitutes a homogeneous community
of blood (Norocel, 2017).

consolidate the SD’s ideological profile in
its struggle for political legitimacy, in its
confrontations with other Swedish Parliamentary parties, in its mediated interactions in Swedish mainstream media,
and in its attempts to distil cultural racism
into a rhetoric of care for their own ethnic
group (Norocel, 2017).

In other words, the SD’s nostalgic appeal
to an idealized and sanitized version of the
Swedish welfare system (folkhem) (Hellström, Nilsson, & Stoltz, 2012) and its references to the Swedish people, their culture,
and their Christian (Lutheran) religion
replaced former SD appeals to safeguard
racial purity, reintroduce the death penalty, ban abortion, and stop non-European
adoptions, albeit arguably in a “racializing
manner that often recreates the content
of biological racism through different
words” (Mulinari & Neergaard, 2014).
Mulinari et al. define the SD as a culturally racist party. One central feature of
cultural racism is that racism is increasingly expressed in ways that do not use
the word “race.” Instead, ethnicity, culture,
and religion are used in a racializing manner that often recreates the content of
biological racism through different words.
This cultural racism, they argue, characterizes the SD, which reproduces and develops hierarchies between groups that are
already established. The radical nature of
the SD lies in how they present solutions
and, through these solutions, develop
their variant of racism. Their contention is
that the hegemonic Swedish public and
political discourse already contains similar
racist elements, in moderate forms (Mulinari, Neergaard, Lewis, Kennedy-Macfoy,
2014 & Hellström and Nilsson, 2010).

People shop in Gamla Stan (Old Town) in Stockholm,
Sweden on August 23, 2018.

Between Cultural
Racism and Care
Racism
SD leader Jimmie Åkesson’s speeches at
Almedalen Week, an annual event taking
place in Almedalen, a park on Gotland,
consolidated an idealized vision of the
folkhem as an exemplary welfare society
based on the homogeneous national
community of Swedish citizens. In doing
so, Åkesson emphasized that the SD’s
politics are about “unity and consensus,
about a coherent, warm … Sweden”; and
about a tightly knit society that makes no
distinctions “between the privileged or
the neglected; there are no sweethearts
and no stepchildren. Not one of them despises the other.”

Mulinari et al. also highlight the concept
of “care racism.” According to their definition, care may be extended to the racialized other through arguing that their
migration to Sweden is also bad for the
migrants themselves. In this sense, care
racism is formulated as helping migrants
by sending them back to their “true”
home. This creates two variants of care
racism. The first and dominant form is
caring selves, in which a racialized version
of the Swedish self is constructed based
on the aggregation of how the family is
viewed. A second version of care racism
is linked to what they see as an ethnopluralist understanding. Here caring also
extends to the racialized other, albeit in
the form of caring that they return to their
home country, for their own good (Mulinari,

In other words, the folkhem envisaged
by Åkesson is one built on the ethnic and
cultural homogeneity of the Swedish
native majority, engaged in an intimate
relationship characterized by warmth
and solidarity towards one another, in a
manner resembling a family united under
the folkhem’s protective roof. By describing the folkhem’s inhabitants as family
members, Åkesson attempted to enforce
the idea that the Swedish native majority
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The SD has, among all Swedish Parliamentary parties, had the largest share of
elected municipal representatives resign
since the 2010 elections (27.8 percent).
Many of these resignations were brought
on by racist statements or actions (Dagens Nyheter, 2011). This is further evidence to support the idea that today’s SD
is “a changed party with the same ideology,” as Anna-Lena Lodenius writes (Teitelbaum, 2018). Indeed, outright racist views
held by individual party members have
been revealed in the media with some
regularity (Bolin & Aylott, 2019).

Neergaard, Lewis, Kennedy-Macfoy, 2014).
Mulinari et al., also assert that racist
parties provide an epistemic community where people care for each other.
Members of racist parties use their time
and resources for what they think are
the common good, the caring of “their”
people. Caring is the promise of the Swedish folkhem that the Social Democratic
regime failed to provide. Furthermore, the
SD supporters construct their exclusion
and separation from the racialized other,
not only as caring for the self, for our own,
but also as caring for them, preserving
their purity as the “other” (Mulinari, Neergaard, Lewis, Kennedy-Macfoy, 2014).
In an interview, Second Deputy Speaker
of the Riksdag and then-party secretary
Björn Söder elaborated on the SD party
program with respect to its views on national identity by saying that he personally
did not think people with dual national
identities in Sweden would necessarily
identify themselves as Swedish – even
though an immigrant of any ethnic background in theory can become a Swedish
citizen (Orrenius, 2014). Also, Teitelbaum
writes that the SD is the foremost champion of cultural nationalism, or “open
Swedishness.” According to him, the SD’s
position creates a political agenda that
is irreconcilable with ethno-nationalist
forces. The party’s cultural politics, for
example, aim to encourage immigrants
to embrace Swedish traditions and values. Some party members advocate for
a better geographic dispersion of ethnic
minorities in the country so that those minorities may more easily form a Swedish
identity. He writes that the SD is a threat
to ethno-nationalists as long as it pursues
its assimilation agenda (Teitelbaum, 2018).

Immigration has been a major source of
population growth throughout Sweden’s
history, and since 2012, the number of immigrants to Sweden has increased while
the number of emigrants has decreased.
Today, about one-fifth of Sweden’s population has an immigrant background
(World Population Review, 2020).

Despite there being deep ideological
and political divergences between the SD
and more radical nationalists, SD proponents and more radical activists can
meet in the same chat forum or at the
same concert of “racist music” (Deland,
Hertzberg & Hvitfeldt, 2010). Ekman and
Poohl imply that culture and ideology can
manifest as distinct phenomena in nationalist movements; they claim that the
SD’s efforts to distance themselves from
National Socialists are concerns of style
more than ideas (Ekman, & Poohl, 2010).

Since the 1930s, Sweden has always
been a country of net immigration, despite passage of the restrictive Aliens Act
(the country’s first immigration law) in
1927. This law remains the key piece of
legislation for all aspects of migration,
albeit with more recent modifications.
The law’s two original aims were to protect the domestic labor force from foreign
job competition and, heavily informed by
theories of race and eugenics, to “control
immigration of peoples that do not to our
benefit allow themselves to meld with our

Immigrants: From
“Guest Workers” to
“Fuel for the SD”
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society” (Rydgren, 2008). Challenged by
socioeconomic as well as socio-geographic cleavages, governments have searched
for policy tools that may promote integration and “social cohesion” in an era of migration and globalization (Bay, Strömblad,
& Bengtsson, 2010).

population.” Such racialized language was
later dropped, but a contradictory attitude
toward immigration has been a mainstay
in Swedish responses to immigrants and
immigration (Skodo, 2018).
In the beginning, the Swedish state saw
immigrants as temporary guest workers
and assumed that they would eventually
return home. Sweden began to regulate
non-Nordic labor immigration in 1967,
seeking to curb the arrival of guest workers and encourage those already present
to leave. The economic crisis of the early
1970s and its aftermath ended demand
for foreign labor in heavy industry, bringing the era of labor immigration to a halt.
However, the assumption that the guest
workers would return home proved false.
Not only did most stay, but they also
became citizens and began to apply for
family reunification visas. Ironically, the
restrictive 1967 law opened a new path to
immigration through such family reunification. Today, the foreign born represent 18.5 percent of Sweden’s 10 million
residents. Around 849,000 of all foreign
born in Sweden come from Europe, while
around 1 million are from non-European
regions, in particular the Middle East and
Asia (Skodo, 2018).

Another response to increasing ethnic diversity has been the emergence
of political parties that share a clearly
identifiable nationalistic agenda, favoring measures to reduce immigration and
strongly opposing “multicultural policies.”
PRR and xenophobic parties fitting such a
profile are currently active in a wide array
of democracies and have also managed
to gain representation in a number of
national parliaments (Arzheimer, 2009 &
Rydgren, 2008). Moreover, there is a longterm trend towards increasing electoral
support for these political parties, at least
in Western Europe (Norris, 2005).
Common denominators of xenophobic
PRR parties tend to be that they have a
nationalistic agenda and a highly critical
and restrictive stance on issues concerning immigration and the integration of
immigrants (Arzheimer, 2009 & Norris,
2005). Like most PRR parties in Europe,
the SD mobilizes support by taking a
harsh stance on immigration (Ivarsflaten,
2008; Rydgren 2008, 2018). However, the
party’s growing strength is not due to
generally increasing levels of immigration
and negative attitudes among the Swedish electorate, as Swedes on average are
now more tolerant towards foreigners of
all kinds than in the 1990s (Oskarson &
Demker, 2015). The proportion of people
who think it is a good idea to reduce the
number of refugees to Sweden has decreased from 65 percent in 1992 to 40 percent in 2015 (Rydgren & van der Meiden,
2019).

In 1975, Sweden became one of the first
countries to officially adopt a policy of
multiculturalism, embracing ethnic and
religious diversity and state support to
safeguard minority identities and culture.
The state thus provided financial support for a range of activities, including
state-funded minority cultural associations and mother-tongue instruction in
primary schools. This policy lasted until
measures were introduced in 1986 that
moved Swedish integration policy away
from targeting groups and toward individuals. In 1997, Sweden introduced a new
integration policy according to which individual integration needs, such as employment, would be targeted (Skodo, 2018).

It is also a fact that the opposition to
immigration and refugees among the voters of the SD is solid (Rydgren & van der
Meiden, 2019). In 2015, 93 percent of the
SD’s sympathizers agreed with the statement that it would be a good idea to reduce the number of refugees to Sweden.
This should be compared to 42 percent of
those sympathizing with the Conservative
party, 29 percent of Social Democratic
sympathizers, and 13 percent of those

Meanwhile, increasing ethnic diversity
has triggered different political responses
in Sweden, as in many established democracies (Strömblad & Malmberg, 2016).
For instance, reflecting the stance of the
SD, Torbjörn Kastell (former party secretary) said in 2002 that the party wanted
“a multicultural world, not a multicultural
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sympathizing with the Green Party (Demker and van der Meiden 2016).
To believe that anti‐immigration attitudes are a very important factor for
explaining the electoral mobilization of
PRR parties makes some intuitive sense.
Although the anti‐immigration nexus is
only a part of a wider web of issues (Mudde 1999), it is at the core of the PRR parties’ political programs and dominates the
images voters have of these parties. Even
if not all voters who are skeptical of immigration vote for radical right‐wing parties,
most voters who do vote for those parties
have such attitudes (Rydgren, 2008).

The mainstream Swedish
parties rarely politicized
immigration. Once the SD
had won representation in
Parliament, however, they
worked to politicize immigration. Now, a substantial
minority of Swedish voters
want a tighter immigration and asylum policy and
consider this issue more
important than most other
issues.

Nevertheless, the refugee crisis that hit
Europe in 2015-16 has left a deep mark
on Swedish politics. Immigration scored
as one of the top issues in the 2014 and
2018 Swedish elections. Thanks to the
SD’s success, it has become impossible
for either of the two traditional blocs to
form majority governments, since neither
bloc wants to govern with the support of
the SD. According to Emily Schultheis, the
SD won an ideological victory in the 2018
elections, as it “effectively set the terms
for debate” and forced its rivals to adopt
immigration policies similar to its own
(Schultheis, 2018).

immigration were of low importance in
Swedish politics. With a few exceptions,
it was largely a non-issue among the
political mainstream parties until 2014
(Odmalm, 2011 & Widfeldt, 2015). However,
immigration does gain importance when
a political party mobilizes around the issue. In the national election of 1991, when
the share of voters who thought that immigration and refugees were important
issues when choosing a party increased
sharply to 8 percent, the right-wing populist New Democracy party won Parliamentary representation. Anti-immigration
was a part of their agenda; controversial,
sometimes blatantly xenophobic, statements by party representatives contributed to bringing media attention to the
issue. New Democracy imploded and was
voted out of Parliament in the 1994 election (Rydgren & van der Meiden, 2019).

This new situation may prompt a structural change to Swedish parliamentarianism. The SD has already pushed the major
parties to adopt far-right rhetoric, increasingly associating asylum seekers with
national-security threats, terrorism, and
crime. Thus, another SD policy priority,
“law and order,” is also linked to migration.
This link is both implicit (stories of immigrant crime are often more prominent
in media) and explicit (in, for example,
the demand that more foreign criminals
be deported) (Bolin & Aylott, 2019). Such
rhetoric in turn has led to calls to further
tighten border controls and increase Sweden’s ability to detain and deport asylum
seekers. The electoral gains of the SD
have led to the normalization of far-right
migration discourse and convergence of
restrictionist policies on immigration issues, including the temporary law of 2016,
which received broad cross-bloc support
(Skodo, 2018).

However, immigration issues would
intermittently become part of political
campaigns. Less than two months before
the 2002 election, the Liberal Party presented an immigration and integration
policy package. Even if the proposals were
arguably not designed to primarily reduce
immigration, that was how voters interpreted them. In the election, the Liberals
almost tripled their vote, and evidence
suggests that the immigration package

For many years, questions concerning
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was a part of their success (Holmberg &
Oscarsson, 2004; Widfeldt 2015).
Although the SD has doubled their vote
share in every election since 1998, the
mainstream Swedish parties rarely politicized immigration. Once the SD had won
representation in Parliament, however,
they worked to politicize immigration.
Now, a substantial minority of Swedish
voters want a tighter immigration and
asylum policy and consider this issue
more important than most other issues.
This continued politicization of immigration can partly explains why the SD has
increased its vote share in every election
since 2010 (Rydgren & van der Meiden,
2019).

Immigrants:
Approaching Doom,
Decay, Enemies, and
Threats

After the SD won Parliamentary representation, the Alliance lost its majority but
continued in government. Up until 2010,
partly for coalition and strategic reasons,
the mainstream right-wing parties used
a dismissive strategy vis-à-vis the SD. This
was successful for a long time, and likely
one of the reasons why the SD’s electoral
breakthrough took so long (Rydgren, 2010;
Dahlström & Esaiasson, 2013). However, as
the mainstream parties have converged
on immigration issues, it has benefited
the SD for at least two reasons: i) Liberalization of immigration policy contributed
to the politicization of immigration and
put the issue higher on the agenda; and
ii) The increased convergence on the issue
gave the SD a monopoly over offering a
more restrictive immigration policy program (Loxbo, 2014; Rydgren & van der
Meiden, 2019).

As immigration increased, the PRR party
positions were linked to communitarian
and nationalistic values, defining immigration as a threat to national values and
culture. A study (Kriesi et al. 2006, 2008)
shows that the potential political tension
between the “losers” and the “winners”
of globalization have been incorporated
into the existing two-dimensional national political spaces. It is this split between
socioeconomic winners and losers that
has allowed PRR parties to use xenophobia to expand their bases of support. Such
a shift allowed the SD to chip away voter
from the Social Democrats’ traditional
core group – the working class (Oskarson,
Demker, 2015).
Certain groups have been left behind by
globalization. This has resulted in a weak
and insecure attachment to the labor
market. Many members of these groups
will seek out someone to blame. Their resentment might quite plausibly be directed toward asylum seekers or immigrants
and, as a consequence, a party arguing for
more restrictive immigration policies can
become politically attractive (Strömblad &
Malmberg, 2016).
On the other hand, new PRR parties
usually give priority to issues related to
national identity. More specifically, the
new radical right builds on the idea of
ethno‐pluralism, an idea that largely
agrees with right‐wing ideas going back
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formulated in terms of the likely result of
a struggle over limited resources, conflict
theory suggests that “in-groups” will regard “out-groups” with suspicion, or even
hostility. Hence, immigrants may be regarded as a burden by native Swedes who
feel themselves deprived and frustrated.
When such people frequently observe
immigrants in their own neighborhoods,
their resentment may be translated into a
willingness to support a xenophobic PRR
party such as the SD (Strömblad & Malmberg, 2016).

to Herder (Berlin, 1976; Holmes, 2000) and
that in modern times was elaborated by
the French Nouvelle Droite. The notion
of ethno‐pluralism states that in order to
preserve the unique national characters
of different peoples, they have to be kept
separated; mixing different ethnicities
only leads to cultural extinction (Griffin
2000; Minkenberg 1997). By employing an
ethno‐pluralist ideology, PRR parties claim
the right of European national cultures to
protect their cultural identities. A further
theme of this doctrine is that different
cultures and ethnicities can never co‐exist
peacefully. A peaceful society, according
to ethno‐pluralists, requires an ethnically homogeneous population (Rydgren,
2008).

The effect of the share of immigrants
in a society on xenophobic PRR party
support is conditioned by the overall
level of unemployment (Arzheimer, 2009;
Cochrane & Nevitte, 2014; Golder, 2003).
Immigration does not directly promote
xenophobia in settings where unemployment is low. However, immigrants may be
scapegoated in times of economic crises and increasing unemployment rates
(Strömblad & Malmberg, 2016).

The PRR parties have framed immigrants as problems in four different ways:
i) As a threat to ethno‐national identity; ii)
As a major cause of criminality and other
kinds of social insecurity; iii) As a cause
of unemployment; iv) As abusers of the
generosity of the welfare state, which results in fewer state subsidies and the like
for “natives.” Only the first two of these
frames can be treated as a manifestation
of the ethno‐pluralist doctrine, whereas
the latter two can be treated as part of
a welfare chauvinist doctrine in which
immigrants and “natives” are depicted
as competing for limited economic resources (Rydgren, 2008). In such a state of
conflict, immigrants are portrayed as illegitimate competitors. Immigration is seen
as a zero‐sum game in which one side
always loses what the other side gains. In
addressing welfare chauvinist frames, the
new PRR parties have used the idea of
“national preference”: Giving “natives” priority in jobs, housing, health care, and so
on – a proposal that can be characterized
as “reversed affirmative action” (Zaslove,
2004; Rydgren, 2003).

The PRR parties’ ethno-nationalism is
generally based on myths about history. Their programs are directed toward
strengthening the nation by making it
more ethnically homogeneous and by
returning to traditional values. Overall,
anti-immigration sentiments are the most
critical reason as to why voters support
the radical right (Rydgren, 2008). The
perceived threat against national identity
taps into sentiments of nostalgia, the loss
of times bygone – of “not feeling at home
anymore” – and is translated into ethnic
and national terms. This raises the question of how PRR parties construct their
ethno-nationalist message. (Elgenius &
Rydgren, 2017).
The SD offers an apocalyptic rhetoric
inspired by the reactionary conservatism
of the late 1800s and early to mid-1900s;
it also offers a rebranded version of the
concept folkhemmet along ethnic lines.
A Swedish Golden Age is pitted against
the decline of the past 50 years. (Dahlqvist
2002; Elgenius &Rydgren, 2019). Sweden of
the 1950s is portrayed as a safe, cohesive
society with a homogeneous population
– a symbol of traditional life. This image
may attract voters with a conservative
ethos.

In the Swedish setting, natives’ increased
support for radical right-wing populists
can be interpreted as an expression of
anti-immigrant sentiments. The group position theory would suggest that natives
identify with an in-group consisting of
native Swedes and consider immigrants
part of the out-group. Natives’ increased
anti-immigrant sentiments would then
be a reaction to a perceived threat to their
social position (Barmen, 2019). Typically
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seekers reached almost 163,000 (Barmen,
2019). At that point, many Swedes decided
they’d had enough.

Yet, the SD shows some signs of repackaging and rebranding their rhetorical
message over time. Approaching doom,
decay, enemies, and threats posed by immigration with more caution in the party’s
official literature has contributed to increasing its voter base. When it comes to
the SD’s core ethno-nationalist ideology,
the party shows considerable continuity,
and it has ethnicized Swedish politics by
merging the ideals of ethnic-nationalism
with Swedish democracy. Such a merger
is supposed to help the SD reconstruct a
Swedish golden age in the future (Elgenius & Rydgren, 2017).

As a reaction to the asylum seekers, the
Swedish Parliament decided to change
the Swedish refugee migration regulations. Sweden went from having the most
generous refugee migration regulations
in Europe to adopting the minimum
level required for an EU member state.
As a consequence, the number of asylum
seekers fell drastically again during 20162018 (Mottagandeutredningen, 2018). Of
the asylum seekers that arrived during
the wave of 2015, 78 percent were from
Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Eritrea, or Somalia.
(Mehic, 2019). The SD singled out migration from non-European countries as the
cause of moral decay and as especially
harmful to Swedish cohesion, claiming it
results in “high crime numbers, divorces
and broken homes, abortions and low
Swedish nativity.” The rhetoric of decay includes the destruction of a distinct Swedish culture, common cultural roots, collective memories, and cultural homogeneity.
Thus, non-European immigrants threaten
Swedish interests. This is contrasted with
the SD’s version of the “inherited essence”
of Swedish identity and culture – one of
a mixed Western and European heritage.

In the 1970s, Sweden began accepting
growing numbers of immigrants, many of
them refugees. Immigrants from countries such as Afghanistan, Chile, Iran, Iraq,
Somalia, and Turkey started slowly but
surely changing the country’s demographics in ways that made some Swedes
uncomfortable (Ekman, 2018). Olof Palme,
Swedish Prime Minister at the time, was
identified as the primary villain and was
accused of “rabid internationalization” and
“senseless migration policies,” allegedly to
strengthen the Social Democrats at the
ballots. Meanwhile, the “politically correct elite” – socialists and liberals – were
blamed for allowing non-European migration from “ethnically distant or remote
places.” The elite were accused of failing
the nation by embracing multicultural
values and by promoting membership in
the European Union (EU), resulting in the
loss of Swedish sovereignty (Elgenius &
Rydgren, 2017).
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Since the 70s, there has been a slow but
steady increase in the number of asylum
seekers, with some notable spikes. The
average number of asylum seekers per
year in Sweden between 1984 and 2017
was 31,500. During the 1980s, most of the
asylum seekers came from the Middle
East and the horn of Africa. In the early
1990s, the Yugoslav wars released a wave
of refugees, primarily Bosnians. Thus,
the inflow of asylum seekers in Sweden
rose sharply, peaking above 84,000 in
1992. During the late 1990s, the numbers
dropped. They gradually rose again during
the 2000s, reaching approximately 30,000
in 2011. After the onset of the war in Syria,
the number of asylum seekers rose sharply and, in 2015, the number of asylum

The SD offers Swedish nationalism as a remedy to
the perceived threats. The
party claims it will restore
authenticity, ethnic and
cultural homogeneity, and
social solidarity. Swedish
authenticity is positioned
in the golden age of the
1950s, with the nostalgia for
civic egalitarianism rhetorically rebranded as a period
pre-immigration.
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This “heritage” is propagated with the sole
purpose of raising boundaries against
non-European and Muslim countries (Elgenius & Rydgren, 2017).

maintain the SD’s anti-immigrant political agenda while serving as “proof” of
the party having rid itself of its racist past.
Thus, politicians with an immigrant or
other minority background may become
powerful political weapons of an anti-immigration PRR party (Pettersson et al,
2016).

Kent Ekeroth, Member of Parliament,
took the SD’s arguments further at a
demonstration against refugees in 2015,
saying that immigration has been the
“destruction” of Sweden and declaring
the audience “members of a resistance
movement” and “a spearhead… to take our
country back” (Expo, 2015). The SD offers
Swedish nationalism as a remedy to the
perceived threats. The party claims it will
restore authenticity, ethnic and cultural
homogeneity, and social solidarity. Swedish authenticity is positioned in the golden age of the 1950s, with the nostalgia for
civic egalitarianism rhetorically rebranded
as a period pre-immigration (Elgenius &
Rydgren, 2017).
Despite the party’s rhetoric, its popularity has risen amongst Swedes with
non-native backgrounds and was officially at 8 percent in May 2015 (Statistics
Sweden, 2015). Intriguingly, more than a
tenth of respondents who had grown up
outside Europe, or whose parents had,
also voted for the SD in the 2018 elections (Aylott & Bolin, 2019). Since 2014
the SD has substantially increased its
support among both foreign-born and
foreign-background voters, becoming the
third largest party in Sweden among this
demographic by 2017 (Wernersson, 2017).
According to Aftonbladet, 14 percent of SD
members are of immigrant origin (Sköld,
2010). Therefore, it is almost normal to see
the SD leader Jimmie Åkesson accompanied by two other SD members – one, a
man of Sri Lankan descent, and another a
woman with a South Korean background
– strongly denounce racism in a campaign
film ahead of the 2014 elections (Pettersson et al, 2016).
Meanwhile, SD politicians from immigrant backgrounds often use their
personal history to deny the existence of
structural racism in Swedish society. They
also claim that other parties deny the
legitimacy of their SD membership. These
claims serve the function of efficiently
reversing the racist label and attaching it
to the SD’s political opponents. Perhaps
even more importantly, these members
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Muslim preacher raising funds in the Drottninggatan (Queen’s) street in Stockholm.

Muslims As A “Universal Out-group,”
Islam As An “Open
Threat”

On the other hand, since Muslim representation in Sweden encompasses
a large variety of ethnic, sectarian, and
political outlooks as well as a wide range
of language variations, it is impossible to
speak of the Swedish Muslim community
in static, homogeneous terms. Islam in
Sweden is represented by a highly diverse
population, which includes Turks, Palestinians, Syrians, Kurds, Moroccans, Iranians, Iraqis, Pakistanis, Bosnians, Kosovars,
Somalis, and Afghans, as well as a number
of Swedish converts (Berglund, 2015).

Sweden has experienced a record influx
of asylum seekers fleeing conflicts such
as Syria and other predominantly Muslim
countries. This wave of Muslim migrants
has raised concerns about the current
and future number of Muslims in Sweden.
In 2016, it was estimated that there are
810,000 Muslims in Sweden, or 8.1 percent
of the total population. According to Pew
estimations, the number of Muslims in
Sweden in 2050 is going to be 1,130,000
(11.1 percent of the population) under a
zero-migration scenario; 2,470,000 (20.5
percent of the population) under a medium-migration scenario; or 4,450,000
(30.6 percent of the population) under a
high-migration scenario (Pew Research
Center, 2017). A report from the Swedish
Agency for Support to Faith Communities
in 2017 showed that 170,915 of all Muslims
in Sweden practice their religion regularly
(Statistik, 2017).

Muslim immigration to Sweden began
in earnest in the 1950s and 1960s with
labor migration and continued into the
1980s with the establishment of a liberal refugee policy. Although the refugee
policy has somewhat tightened since the
eighties, Sweden accepted a larger proportion of refugees than any other country in the EU in 2013. (Remember that in
the 2014 election, the SD received nearly
13 percent of the vote, making it the third
largest party in the country (Berglund,
2015)).
As in most European countries, Muslim
immigrants in Sweden have also emerged
as the “universal out-group” – meaning,
the most culturally distant group that is
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ly acceptable alternative to more openly
xenophobic statements (Arzheimer, 2018).

often the focus of debates on issues of
immigration and integration (Müller et
al, 2016). On this fertile anti-Islam ground,
the SD’s leader Åkesson has argued that
the minaret, a tangible symbol for the
“new” multicultural Sweden, generates a
feeling of insecurity among the Swedish
people (Hellström & Nilsson, 2010). A 2018
poll by Sifo also showed that 60 percent of
the 1000 participants wanted to ban the
Islamic call to prayer from loudspeakers in
the country, while 21 percent responded
this should be allowed; 19 percent were
undecided (Göteborgs-Posten, 2018).

Under these circumstances PRR parties and movements have found opportunities to mobilize people on the basis
of both national and religious identities,
defending what they call the Judeo-Christian identity against the threat of Islam
(Minkenberg, 2018). In the case of the SD,
the rhetoric and discourse of Swedish
homogeneity, culture, and identity highlights the considerable complexity and
contradictions of the ethno-nationalist
argument: Swedish homogeneity is simultaneously proposed to be an integral part
of the European, Western, and Christian
cultural communities. (Elgenius, Rydgren,
2019).

According to Brubaker, there is a “partial
shift from nationalism to ‘civilizationism’”
in the Western world, and this shift is driven by “a striking convergence in the last 15
years around the notion of a civilizational
threat from Islam” (Brubaker, 2017). This
shift has promoted the rise of an identarian Christianity.
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In its early years, the SD party programs
described immigration in terms of “suicide politics”: this meant policies that promoted migration, internationalization, and
the “Islamification” of Sweden. The party
spent the next decade warning about the
“dying nation,” its “terrible plight,” and
the “dark future ahead” (SD Kuriren, 1996;
2001; 2003). Since the SD worldview assumes and warns about clashes between
peoples with different cultural values and
with peoples of “remote cultures,” these
conflicts are avoided by these groups living separately. Such cultural segregation
constitutes a basis of the SD’s prognostic
frame. Thus, the SD introduced its approach to Swedish identity and nationality
as an open form of Swedishness (Elgenius,
Rydgren, 2019).

In its early years, the SD party programs described immigration in terms of “suicide politics”: this meant
policies that promoted migration, internationalization,
and the “Islamification” of
Sweden. The party spent
the next decade warning
about the “dying nation,”
its “terrible plight,” and the
“dark future ahead.”

A vignette study conducted shortly
before and after the 2014 national election helps to analyze the social distance
between the majority population and
the Muslim minority in Sweden. Study’s
results showed that: i) Anti-minority
attitudes, held by 36 percent of the population, predict increased social distance
from Muslims and even towards persons
that having a foreign-sounding name; ii)
SD voters hold drastically more negative
views than any voting bloc about Muslims;
iii) A vote for the SD was purely driven by
anti-minority – and not anti-establishment – sentiments. Namely, while the SD
might present its cause in the language
of anti-establishment populism, and their
voters might legitimize their voting choice

Civilizationism has come to constitute
an increasingly important part of the rhetorical nexus of exclusion and competition
within ethno-nationalism. More generally,
the resonance of anti-Muslim messages
became more pointed after September 11,
2001, and in connection to recurrent Islamist terror attacks (Kallis, 2018). In many
countries, after September 11, criticizing Islam abroad and at home became a social-
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The study indicated that the choice to
vote for the SD is driven by anti-minority,
specifically anti-Muslim, sentiments; and
that SD voters are ideologically motivated (as opposed to being protest voters)
(Müller et al, 2016). SD voters also agreed
with the sentiment that migrants in general, and Muslims in particular, were a burden to the Swedish welfare state, because
“they do not work, they cheat and misuse
the resources of the welfare state.” They
agreed strongly with the idea that Muslim
migrants were a threat to the Swedish
nation, due to their perceived background
in patriarchal cultures and religions, and
to their resistance to assimilation (Mulinari et al, 2014). Swedish media has often
depicted Islam in a negative light, with
Muslim immigrants regularly portrayed as
being backward and resistant to democracy, secularization, and the separation of
religion and state (Berglund, 2015).

by this principle, SD voters’ intentions
have been fundamentally rooted in xenophobia, specifically anti-Islam xenophobia.
In the same study, around 35 percent of
respondents agreed somewhat or strongly with the view that minorities’ rights are
given too much weight at the expense of
the general population. SD voters were
more likely than supporters of other
parties to agree with this sentiment; and
they were less likely to accept a Muslim as
a neighbor, caretaker, or family member
(Müller et al, 2016).
Muslims were the least accepted bloc in
the country, across all dimensions; according to Müller et al (2016) this could be
due to negative attributes that are part
of stereotypes but unrelated to the cultural content ascribed to that stereotype.
For instance, respondents might have
held more negative attitudes towards
Muslims because Muslims are perceived
as “foreign” or more religious (religiosity
being viewed with suspicion), or as having
a lower socio-economic status (indicated by a lower education level). The only
characteristic that mattered in the evaluation across the general population was
the description of a person as “Muslim.”
Meanwhile, Muslims that were described
as volunteering for a secular cause were
perceived as more favorable than those
volunteering for a mosque. However,
Christians that volunteered for a church
did not suffer from more negative evaluations (Müller et al, 2016).

According to another survey conducted
in 2006-2007, fundamentalist newspaper
Världen idag and the SD’s official newspaper SD-Kuriren tended to describe Muslims and Islam as threatening, and “our”
elite as retreating. In these two media outlets, Muslims were consistently described
as aggressive and the cause of social and
political problems. In both, Muslims were
correlated to negative behavior; good
Muslim behavior was constantly disregarded, while bad behavior was assumed
to reflect their true character. Världen
idag also claimed that Islam is incompatible with democracy. Meanwhile, liberal
Dagens Nyheter and Evangelical Dagen
avoided describing Muslims and Islam as
a threat and more often sought constructive solutions to different problems. Moreover, Dagens Nyheter described conflicts
between Muslim and Christian actors
in political, not religious, terms (Steiner,
2014).

The social distance toward Muslims
among SD voters was higher in 2010 when
compared to 2014, which would support
the hypothesis of an increased variation within their electorate in the recent
elections. But for respondents who voted
for the SD in 2014, only 40 percent were
willing to accept a Muslim as their neighbor; 50 percent would approve if a Muslim
cared for their elderly parents; and only
20 percent would accept a Muslim who
married into their family. Among the other voter groups, around 85 percent would
accept a Muslim as neighbor or nurse,
while 60 percent would accept having the
person as a family member. The results
confirm that SD voters hold drastically
more negative views towards Muslims
than voters of other Swedish parties
(Müller et al, 2016).

Actors in the anti-Muslim landscape
have an especially strong online presence, with their own digital news media,
blogs, podcasts, Facebook groups, YouTube channels, and keyboard warriors
(Gardell & Muftee, 2018). Among social
media users, the SD dominates among all
parties in parliament, engaging 29 percent of Facebook users and 42 percent
of Twitters (Hagberg, 2017). By constantly
recycling certain themes (e.g. that Mus-
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(Gardell & Muftee, 2018). Another study by
a Swedish public agency (Integrationsverket) showed in 2007 that 55 percent of
respondents expressed reservations about
moving to districts where many Muslims
lived (Integrationsbarometer, 2007).

lims are inherently violent, constitute a
demographic threat, and infiltrate society
by strategies of stealth jihad and creeping sharia) they have pushed the limits
of what is considered acceptable public
speech about Muslims in an effort to facilitate more space for anti-Muslim political
actors, decision- and policymaking (Ekman, 2015).
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A 2017 study Det vita hatet (The White
Hate) analyzed prominent Swedish “hate
sites” Nordfront, Avpixlat, Motgift, Nordisk
ungdom, Nya tider, and Nyheter idag with
a special focus on the two largest forums,
Avpixlat (today Samhällsnytt, and with
links to the SD) and Nordfront (associated
with the Nordic Resistance Movement). A
recurring theme was the narrative about
Swedish female victimization to alien
Muslim male offenders (Kaati, et al. 2017).

Islamophobic propaganda works best in rural or
small-town areas with no or
few Muslim residents. This
is congruent with the fact
that the anti-Muslim SD
draws most of its support
from voting districts with
no or few Muslim residents.
Islamophobia works better
without Muslims.

Islamophobia Works
Better Without
Muslims

By employing an ethno-pluralist
ideology, the PRR parties claimed
the right of European national
cultures to protect their cultural
identities. Parties like the SD claim
that there are several “threats” to
their national identity, of which the
alleged “invasion” of immigrants is
the most important; immigrants
from the Muslim countries are
singled out as particularly threatening to European values. (Zaslove,
2004; Rydgren, 2008). Most Swedes
– and most media and political
parties – have accepted this demographic and the resulting societal
shifts, despite a significant Muslim minority only developing in
recent decades. The SD has been
the most important exception, and
stands as proof that Sweden is still
divided; there is a chasm between
those accepting change and those

Furthermore, a varied body of research
indicates that Islamophobia and hate
crimes are on the rise in Swedish society.
Reports of hate crimes based on Islamophobia grew from 278 in 2011 to 439 in
2016. Discrimination based on religion
and ethnicity remains a significant social problem in labor recruitment (Skodo, 2018). Some other studies, however,
show that over the years, there has been
a decrease in the number of Swedes who
believe that the country contains “too
many foreigners,” as well as a steady show
of support for the free expression of religion. In a study concerning non-Muslim
views on Muslims and Islam, it was found
that when non-Muslim Swedes come to
know their Muslim neighbors, many of
their apparent prejudices and misgivings
diminish (Berglund, 2015).
Islamophobic propaganda works best in
rural or small-town areas with no or few
Muslim residents. This is congruent with
the fact that the anti-Muslim SD draws
most of its support from voting districts
with no or few Muslim residents. Islamophobia works better without Muslims
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who do not (Steiner, 2014).

these charges were immediately
deemed to be unfounded by the
Swedish Chancellor of Justice (Justitiekanslern) (Svenska Dagbladet,
2006). The SD also planned originally to publish a set of cartoons
in SD-Kuriren. After the controversy erupted, party leader Åkesson
issued a statement on the SD’s
website, on February 9, 2006, stating that they would refrain from
further publications, due to concerns that publishing might spur
hostile actions against Swedes and
Swedish interests (SD Kuriren, 2006
& Sydsvenskan, 2006).

In 2005, the Danish daily newspaper Jyllands-Posten published
twelve cartoons allegedly depicting the Prophet Muhammad. They
did so under the guise of freedom
of speech. The SD gave the paper
their unreserved support, stating
that it saw no reason why a Danish newspaper should be forced to
abide by Muslim rules and prohibitions regarding expression. When
a boycott of Danish products was
launched in the Middle East, the
SD launched a “Buy Danish” campaign (Sverigedemokraterna.se).
The SD also directly took part in
the cartoon debate in 2006, publishing a cartoon depicting Prophet Muhammad on its youth league
(SDU) and SD-Kuriren websites
(Holender & Svahn, 2006).

In a strange twist, the SD has
historically criticized what it calls a
“Homosexual Lobby”; SD-Kuriren
regularly published articles attacking LGBT events and describing
homosexuality as “perversion”
(SD-Kuriren. 2007a & SD-Kuriren,
2007b), and Åkesson expressed
concern that what he describes
as the Islamization of Sweden will
eventually lead to the rights of sexual minorities being violated (Brandel, 2010). Yet, SD member and
former party magazine editor Jan
Sjunnesson organized gay pride
parades in the Stockholm suburbs
of Tensta and Husby, two areas
with large Muslim populations. The
event was disavowed by the official
Stockholm Pride organization and
the Swedish Federation for LGBT
Rights; in a joint statement both
organizations called Sjunnesson
“a person who’s spreading hatred
towards Muslims on social media
and who’s not supporting LGBT
rights” (Naib, 2015 & Montelius,
2017). The event showed the convoluted logic of the SD’s various
forms of bigotry.

The publication attracted the
attention of the Swedish government, which informed internet
service provider Levonline about
the SD’s publications; Levonline
shut down the SD’s webpage. The
Minister for Foreign Affairs Laila
Freivalds condemned the publication as a provocation (Hamrud,
2006; Kihlström, 2006), though she
denied any direct interference in
the case. However, Freivalds had
to resign after being accused of
dishonesty and interference with
press freedom (Sveriges Radio,
2006).
Meanwhile, the SD also had a
hate speech charge filed against it
due to the caricature (Janhunen,
2006). Similar hate speech charges
were also filed against other
Swedish publishers who had depicted Prophet Muhammad. But

27

During his post-2010 speeches at
Almadalen, SD leader Jimmy Åkesson has attempted to enforce the
idea that the Swedish native majority constitutes a homogeneous
community of blood. Åkesson
operated a discursive distinction
between those migrant “others”
that assimilated into Swedish society and embraced the “Swedish
values” underpinning the “Christian, democratic world” that Sweden is part of and those migrant
others who failed to integrate and
instead had willingly joined “the
world’s Islamists” (Norocel, 2017). In
other words, “becoming Swedish,”
according to the SD, is not a mere
matter of fulfilling the administrative citizenship requirements;
rather, it entails a more profound
process, which hinges on “cultural
commensurability with respect to
the foundational values that define
Europe’s cultural heritage” (Betz &
Meret, 2009).
While acknowledging the difference between Muslim faith and
Islamist ideology, Åkesson underlined Christianity and its moral
values as central cornerstones of
the folkhem. This may indicate
a thinly veiled assumption that
Muslim faith by itself – described
by Åkesson as a deeply patriarchal
religion of “genital mutilation of
completely healthy children” and
of “violence and oppression in the
name of honor” – constitutes a
hindrance for the migrant Muslim
other in their efforts to become a
full-fledged and law-abiding citizen of the folkhem, which “had
been built on democracy and a
thousand-year-old Christian foundation” (Norocel, 2017).
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Scenic summer evening view of the Parliament House (Riksdaghuset) in Stockholm, Sweden.

Cordon Sanitaire:
Containment of the
SD

actors bring the SD’s deplorable past to
the fore, exposing its Nazi leanings and
criminal records. The political establishment claims that though the SD has
constructed a democratic façade, beneath
the surface it remains undemocratic,
racist, and violent. Political representatives
from the established parties have sought
to reveal the party’s diffuse past and show
constituents the “true nature” of its ideology; the SD is thus guilty-by-association
(Hellström & Nilsson, 2010).

Despite earning 17.5 percent of the votes
in the 2018 general election and securing 62 seats in Parliament (becoming
the third largest party), the SD has been
remained isolated in the Riksdag because
the other parties have staunchly maintained a policy of refusing to cooperate
with it (Radio Sweden, 2014). As the main
reason for their distance, they have cited
the party’s strong preferences for a very
restrictive refugee migration policy (Nationalencyklopedin, 2019). A political cordon
sanitaire was spontaneously constructed around the party, beginning with its
breakthrough results in the 2010 election
(Bolin & Aylott, 2019).

With this rhetoric, mainstream parties
seek to justify their means of counteraction, promoting the view that the SD
cannot be accommodated in an open
and democratic society. Since it is racist,
and probably an enemy of democracy,
it does not deserve the same respect as
other parties. Unfortunately, this strategy
of shaming the SD has become counterproductive and reinforced the perception
of politics as a matter for elites. The SD exploits its marginalized position to sustain
a perception of Swedish politics as divided
between a consensual political elite alienated from the people and the SD as a party that safeguards the interests of ordinary
people. Thus, the SD aspires to act as “the
true heir of a long tradition of protecting
people” (Hellström & Nilsson, 2010).

According to the mainstream parties
and most of the public, the SD represents
a “devil in disguise.” Despite the SD employing a strategy of moderation, the
political establishment rebuts its claims to
democratic legitimacy and claims that the
SD cannot be trusted to act in accordance
with formal democratic procedures. Other
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website, a list of “objective” criteria is presented to help the reader assess the political actors according to democratic standards. In this regard, the SD’s message is
underpinned by another rhetorical flourish: “We are the true democrats” (Rydgren,
2002). Its view is that the established
parties promote neither dialogue nor
freedom of speech. The SD further argues
that the democratic system has become
increasingly bureaucratized, making it an
affair for the political elite. The SD vision is
that the people should enjoy strong direct
political involvement as a complement to
existing representative politics (Taggart,
2000). The strategy of ostracizing the
SD not only allows the party to play the
victim, but also risks belittling SD voters,
triggering feelings of frustration among
the electorate and sustaining an elitist
perception of Swedish politics (Hellström
& Nilsson, 2010).

Indeed, media interest in the SD and its
politics has grown significantly since the
2006 general election. Prior to the election, the SD was not invited to take part
in public debates, nor did it run much of a
campaign. This followed a long period of
describing the SD as an immature and aggressive organization with neo-Nazi tinges
(Larsson & Ekman, 2001). As a result of its
success in the 2006 vote, there was reason
now pay closer attention to SD as a potential force in Swedish politics. However,
the party continued to experience fierce
criticism from all the established parties
(Hellström & Nilsson, 2010).
The perception that the SD represents
an anomaly in an otherwise consensual
political milieu in Sweden is, in a wider
European perspective, already outdated
(Mudde, 2007). Peter Mair (2002) points
out that the political identities of the
mainstream parties have become increasingly blurred. This invites new political
actors to occupy an underdog position in
relation to the established elites (Mouffe,
2005).

To understand the processes in which
radical right-wing parties gain increased
legitimacy, one needs to consider mass
media (Andersson, 2010 & Ellinas, 2010).
Media coverage is important not only
because it contributes to the visibility of
the party, which is crucial for new parties
lacking economic resources, but also because it may contribute to increased legitimacy and respectability as well as name
recognition (Ellinas 2010). In the run-up
to the 2010 election, for example, the SD
received more media publicity than some
established parties, such as the Christian
Democrats and the Left party. This was
immensely important for a small party
lacking economic resources, even though
much of the coverage was negative.

In his 2007 speech at the SD annual
meeting, Åkesson talked about his experience of being denied access to channels
of political information and the problems this caused in his constituency. He
claimed that the other parties sought to
ridicule the SD, neglecting the fact that
SD representatives faced daily discrimination in their political work. He also talked
about SD meetings obstructed by violent
protests, during which several party members were injured. In his speech, Åkesson
concluded that “we are the underdogs,”
underlining the frequently adopted
rhetorical figure: “We are the democratic
victims” (Åkesson, 2007).

Seemingly, PRR parties are less sensitive
to negative publicity, compared to mainstream parties (Ellinas, 2010). One potential explanation is that the mass media are
seen as a part of “the political establishment,” which is believed to be conspiring
against the populist radical right (Andersson, 2010). The SD has also complained
about difficulties buying advertising
space due to the media banning the party
from advertisement (BHHR, 2002). On
June 16, 2006, the papers Dagens Nyheter
and Svenska Dagbladet decided to end
their boycott. 14 years later, Expressen still
retains a ban on SD advertising (Letmark,
2006).

According to SD pundits, in the process
of transforming the party along more
moderate lines, the SD has committed
to democratic norms; however, none
of the other parties have worked with
them. Thus, SD representatives have been
able to nurture their position as democratic underdogs (Hellström & Nilsson,
2010). They have portrayed themselves
as friends of the people and, at the same
time, sharp critics of a consensual elite
that refuses to engage in dialogue and
deliberation with the SD. On the party’s
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This has contributed to a widespread
distrust of the media among SD supporters. Among them, for example, 93 percent
believe that Swedish media does not tell
the truth about immigration (Demker,
2015). In addition, over the past decade, alternative, online-based news media have
become increasingly important, and the
SD has been successful in, directly or indirectly, launching such media advocating
for its political program (Krzyzanowski et
al. 2016; Rydgren & van der Meiden, 2019).

The SD’s vote increased
by nearly five percentage
points in the 2018 election
ant it became the second-biggest party among
men, among blue-collar
workers, and among members of blue-collar trade
unions; it won about a quarter of the vote in each
category.

Gaining political legitimacy has allowed
the party to sidestep some of the media’s
reluctance to cover it. Almedalen week is a
gathering of political parties, lobby groups
and businesses, public administration representatives, and journalists on the island
of Gotland. All political parties represented
in the Swedish Parliament are also granted their own “party day” at this “political
spectacle” (Wendt, 2012); the high point of
this one-day political action is represented by the party’s chairperson delivering
their speech (Norocel, 2017). Since the SD
passed the Parliamentary threshold in
the 2010 election, it has been included in
Almedalen week. Consequently, Åkesson
has delivered speeches summing up “the
SD day,” effectively bypassing the cordon
sanitaire that the Swedish media had previously attempted to maintain around the
SD and its leader (Loxbo, 2015).

despite the center-right prime minister
acknowledging in 2014 that immigration
had become an expensive policy choice
for Sweden – no mainstream party has
defected from the policy of cordon sanitaire with regards to the SD. This left the
SD as the only party voicing any skepticism about immigration (Backlund, 2016).
Only in late 2015, a year in which 163,000
asylum-seekers poured into Sweden, did
mainstream parties finally agree to tighten immigration policy. However, because
the cordon sanitaire endured in the parliamentary arena, stable majorities that
included the SD were ruled out, too. Indeed, after the 2014 election, mainstream
parties formed a formal cartel designed to
maintain the SD’s isolation (Bjereld et al,
2016).

Still, the media and rival political parties have maintained their strategy of
ostracizing the SD whenever possible.
The success of this strategy is debatable:
the SD has increased its vote share in
both the 2014 and 2018 elections. Shifts in
political alignment have also benefitted
the SD. The left has been damaged by the
dissolution of the traditional class-based,
left-right divide. This has been replaced
by what is known as the GAL-TAN divide:
GreenAlternative-Liberal versus Tradition-Authoritarian-Nationalist. This is a
new political landscape in which traditional economic issues, to a large extent, are
replaced by lifestyle and identity issues.
From a sociological perspective, most of
the people who used to vote for the Social
Democrats – blue-collar workers and the
lower middle class – now vote for the SD
(Rothstein, 2014).

There followed weeks of sparring between the new government and the
Alliance, ostensibly over the budget but
more essentially over how they were to
handle the disruptive presence of the SD
(Aylott & Bolin, 2019). Stefan Löfven, the
prime minister, dramatically called a new
election. Equally dramatically, he then
called it off. His Social Democrats, the
Greens, and the Alliance parties instead
reached the 2014 “December agreement”
(Bjereld et al, 2016). The agreement was
made possible by an extraordinary innovation: Each of the two blocs agreed to allow
the bigger one to form a government and
get its budget through parliament (Aylott

Despite the SD’s electoral success – and
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Alliance collapsed. The Center refused to
compromise on the founding motivation
for the 2014 December agreement: ostracism of the SD. The new government
meant that the Center and the Liberals
had maintained the cordon sanitaire, but
the diverse Parliamentary majority has
little to unite it beyond antipathy to the
SD (Aylott & Bolin, 2019).

& Bolin, 2019). The aim was clear: to construct a cartel that would exclude the SD
from all influence. It was almost as if the
parliamentary arena was to be truncated,
with seven parties acting as if the eighth
was not there (Kinberg Batra et al, 2014).
The party system was fundamentally
changed. Far from a two-party system,
competition now resembled “polarized
pluralism” (Sartori, 2005).

A majority of Swedes share the mainstream parties’ disdain for the SD. According to a 2016 survey, more than
half – approximately 51 percent – of the
respondents said that they prefer the SD
least among all parties. Even with the SD’s
evolution, there remains a large resistance
to the party. The survey also suggested
that only two parties could eventually
form a coalition with the SD: Moderates
(M) and the Christian Democrats (KD). The
majority of these parties’ supporters did
not identify rate the SD lowest in preference (Eger & Hjerm, 2018).

For decades, it was received wisdom
that Swedish elections were fought over
economic distribution. In 2014-2018 such
issues became augmented, and even supplanted, by others: immigration, the social
integration of newcomers and, not least,
law and order. The media began to associate rises in levels of violence and crime
with migration. Tension rose further after
an Islamist terror attack in Stockholm in
April 2017, in which five people died. Under these circumstances,the Moderates
sought to pull the Alliance towards a quite
different strategy, in which the cordon
sanitaire around the SD would be relaxed.
This was enormously controversial; for
many in the other Alliance parties, any accommodation with the SD was unthinkable (Aylott & Bolin, 2019).

As predicted, the cordon sanitaire was
breaking down by spring 2019 (Bolin &
Aylott, 2019). First, the SD was blurring
some of its economic positions, partly to
facilitate cooperation with established
parties; and later Åkesson, began to talk
hopefully of a new “conservative bloc”
comprising the SD, the Moderates, and
the Christian Democrats (Bolin & Aylott,
2019). As he expected, Christian Democratic leader Ebba Busch Thor announced
in March 2019 that her party was ready
to start negotiations with the SD (Hamidi-Nia, 2019). In December 2019, Moderate
Party leader Ulf Kristersson also held an
official meeting with the SD leadership
for the first time. This led to speculation
that the SD could be included in a new
center-right group to replace the Alliance,
which had collapsed after the Center Party and the Liberal Party chose to support
the Social Democratic-led government
(Financial Times, 2019).

The SD’s vote increased by nearly five
percentage points in the 2018 election.
In an election in which, according to the
exit poll, two in five voters switched their
preference from the previous election, the
SD retained nine in ten of its voters from
2014. In 2018, the SD became the second-biggest party among men, among
blue-collar workers, and among members
of blue-collar trade unions; it won about a
quarter of the vote in each category. There
was speculation, too, that the party’s
growth could also have contributed to
another striking result: that turnout rose
for the fourth consecutive election, to over
87 percent. The SD might have mobilized
voters who would otherwise have abstained (Aylott & Bolin, 2019).
The 2018 election induced profound
change in the Swedish party system. The
fragmented format became more evident
(Bolin, 2018). Above all, the bloc-based,
bipolar competition that had (with periodic exceptions) characterized politics since
the 1970s, and which reached a peak of
formalization in 2010, disappeared as the
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Eurosceptic strategies are
quite attractive to PRR parties. Over the years, the SD
has called for a “Sweden
where the Swedish people
has the power to decide”
their own policies; a Swedish Parliament that constitutes the highest authority;
and a country freed from
interference. The discourse
of lost sovereignty echoes
the call to “take our country
back.”

The SD Follow the
Line of Other PRR
Parties:
Euroscepticism
When the three Nordic states – Finland,
Norway, and Sweden – applied for EU
membership in the early 1990s, several
commentators expected that they would
pursue rather similar integration policies.
However, as Norwegians rejected membership two times, Swedish EU policy
could be described as cautious and hesitant, with the Swedes rejecting the single
currency in a referendum in 2003. Only
Finland has acted, contrary to the expectations, consistently in favour of deeper
integration (Raunio, 2007). In contrast,
even the referendum on EU membership
in Sweden was highly divisive, with a very
narrow majority in favour of joining the
Union. Moreover, all parties are divided
over further integration (Bolin & Aylott,
2019).

reduce Swedish financial contributions
to Brussels, and is opposed to creating a
combined European defense budget (Radosevich, 2018).
It is obvious that, like many other PRR
parties, the SD favors a Europe of sovereign nations (Widfeldt, 2000). They argue
that the EU should be based on more of
a co-operative model rather than on a
federal state. The SD wants to re-negotiate the EU treatment, but there are no
official demands to leave the Union. The
party has rather explored the political opportunity of nationalism where it focuses
on Sweden’s national identity (Rydgren,
2003). Since the SD put a focus on the
nation state (Ketola, & Nordensvärd, 2012),
the party’s action program states that,
“Sweden should be a sovereign and an
independent state. … abolishing a nation
state and jeopardizing the survival of a
culture is too awful” (Hellström & Nilsson,
2010).

Eurosceptic strategies are quite attractive to PRR parties because they present an effective method for carving out
political space. In national elections, the
EU issue is often seen as a comparatively
cost-free strategy for populist parties to
articulate their opposition to the political
mainstream. Therefore, Euroscepticism
plays an important role in the explanation
of the variable fortunes of PRR parties
in the Nordic countries (Ketola, & Nordensvärd, 2012). Complying with the line
of other PRR parties, the SD has been a
fierce critic of the EU since the party was
founded, and it has always been against
further integration. The party also rejects joining the Economic and Monetary
Union (EMU), aims to renegotiate Swedish
membership in the Schengen Agreement,

Moreover, the SD blames the Social
Democrats and the Liberals for undermining Swedish solidarity and cohesion
through the internationalization and multicultural values that they promote. Along
similar lines, the “politically correct elite” is
accused of failing Sweden by embracing
membership in the EU, resulting in a loss
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other European parties, Åkesson said that
the SD now hoped to change the EU from
within. “We will not make any demands
for leaving the EU or conducting a referendum,” Åkesson said in an interview. “We
want to be part of the EU internal market. We should cooperate in areas which
benefit Sweden, but we need to get away
from supra-nationalism.” (Ahlander, 2019).

of Swedish sovereignty and “the national independence and freedom we held
for centuries.” Over the years, the SD has
called for a “Sweden where the Swedish
people ha[ve] the power to decide” their
own policies; a Swedish Parliament that
constitutes the highest authority; and a
country freed from interference (Elgenius,
Rydgren, 2019). The discourse of lost sovereignty echoes the call to “take our country
back” (Bhambra 2017).
Most attempts to uncover links between
parties like the SD and more radical actors
in Europe search for ideological common
denominators. Undoubtedly, the most famous theory comes from historian Roger
Griffin, who claims that many anti-immigrant forces in Europe share a fascist
ideology (Teitelbaum, 2018). However,
following the European election of 2014,
the SD elected not to join other far-right
movements and instead became a member of the more moderate right-wing
Europe of Freedom and Direct Democracy
group, along with the UK Independence
Party (UKIP).
In 2015, the SD began forging closer
relations with the neighbouring Danish
People’s Party and in 2018 announced an
official cooperation pact with the Finns
Party (The Local, 2015 & Yle, 2018). In 2018,
the SD joined both the European Conservatives and Reformists group in the
European Parliament and the European
Conservatives and Reformists Party in
which it sits alongside the British Conservative Party. Åkesson said concerns over
Russia would make it very hard for the SD
to cooperate with some other right-wing
parties “that are more or less Putin friendly” (Ahlander, 2019).
A poll by Statistics Sweden (SCB) published in June 2019 showed that Swedes
prefer the status quo in the present
relationship with the EU: Nearly 62 percent supported Swedish EU membership (EIU, 2019). The SD’s Euroscepticism,
meanwhile, which had previously involved
advocacy of a renegotiation of Sweden’s
EU membership and possible departure,
was toned down in light of Britain’s troubled exit from the Union (Åkesson, 2019);
the “Swexit” agenda lost its momentum.
Citing uncertainty over Brexit and the
growing resistance to federalism in many
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CONCLUSION
Like all liberal democracies in the 21st century, Sweden also faces challenges associated with globalization, international migration, and growing inequality. Despite its reputation as a moral superpower, Sweden is not
uniquely immune to racism, nationalism, xenophobia, Islamophobia, and
anti-immigrant sentiment. Yet the picture is perhaps not so dark: although
the SD’s message may appeal to 1 in 5 voters, it does not appeal to the vast
majority of Swedes. More than 50 percent of the public rate the SD lowest
among their party preferences. The SD is unique in this regard. On average,
other Swedish parties only receive 4 percent of the “least liked” vote (Eger &
Hjerm, 2018).
Moreover, the Sweden Democrats, in lines with other parties of the populist radical right (PRR) across Europe, have shown some signs of moderation, repackaging and rebranding of their rhetorical message over time. For
instance, today the party avoids nostalgia for the 1930s, a notable characteristic of early members in the party’s formative years. The party also approaches doom and decay, threats to the nation, enemies within or without,
justifications for political action, and solutions to identified problems with
more caution in official party literature, which has contributed to increasing
its voter base (Elgenius & Rydgren, 2019).
Yet, by polishing its message, the party has considerably ethnicized Swedish politics through a rhetoric based on ethnic nationalism, Swedish democracy, and a contradictory promotion of the nation as an ethnic democracy
(Elgenius and Rydgren 2017). With the ethno-nationalist message in mind,
one can argue that there is a considerable continuity regarding the diagnostic frames used by the Sweden Democrats over the past 20 years, even as
the party presents itself in less-radical ways (Elgenius & Rydgren, 2019).
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