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Radical Right-wing Populism in 
Denmark and Sweden: Explaining 
Party System Change and 
Stability

Jens Rydgren

This paper aims to present possible explanations as to why radical right-wing populist par-
ties have been highly successful in Denmark but have largely failed in Sweden. It shows that 
Denmark and Sweden shared several important opportunity structures, in particular related 
to anti-immigrant sentiments among the electorates and feelings of disenchantment toward 
the political institutions, but also that the two countries diverged in some important ways: 
First, while the socioeconomic cleavage dimension lost much of its importance in Danish 
politics, it was still highly salient in Swedish politics. Secondly and related, the issue of im-
migration has been much more politicized in Denmark than in Sweden. While immigration 
has dominated the political agenda in Danish politics during the last decade, in Sweden the 
socioeconomic dimension has taken center stage. 

Introduction

During the past two decades, radical right-wing populist (RRP) par-
ties have reemerged as an electoral force in Western Europe, as well 

as in other stable democracies such as 
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. 
Since the early 1980s parties such as 
the French Front National, the Belgian 
Vlaams Blok, the Austrian Freedom 
Party (FPÖ), and the Danish People’s 
Party, among several others, have es-
tablished themselves in their respective 
party systems, sometimes with vote 
shares exceeding 20 percent. The new 
family of radical right-wing parties shares a fundamental core of ethno-
nationalist xenophobia (based on the so-called ethno-pluralist doctrine) and 
anti-political establishment populism. 

Jens Rydgren is professor of sociology at Stockholm University. He is the author of The 
Populist Challenge: Political Protest and Ethno-Nationalist Mobilization in France (2004) and 
From Tax Populism to Ethnic Nationalism: Radical Right-wing Populism in Sweden (2006), and 
of numerous articles on the politics of ethnic relations.
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priority to sociocultural 
issues, in particular to is-
sues related to national 
identity.
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The new radical right gives priority to sociocultural issues, in particu-
lar to issues related to national identity, and its central political program can 
be understood as “a response to the erosion of the system of ‘ethno-national 
dominance,’ which characterized much of the history of modern nation 
states.”1 Ethno-pluralism is an ideology that is in line with right-wing ideas 
going back to Herder2 and was in modern times elaborated by the French 
Nouvelle Droite. Departing from the left’s notion of difference—on which the 
doctrine of multiculturalism is largely based—the notion of ethno-pluralism 
states that, to preserve the unique national characters of different peoples, 
they have to be kept separated. Mixing of different ethnicities only leads to 
cultural extinction.3 This ideological core is embedded in a general socio-
cultural conservatism, stressing themes like law and order and traditional 
family values.4 

The emergence of the new radical right-wing populist parties was 
preceded by the foundation of right-wing populist parties in Denmark and 
Norway in the early 1970s. These parties mobilized primarily against bu-
reaucracy and a tax burden that in their opinion had escalated out of pro-
portion, but were not ethno-nationalist. Neither did they mobilize against 
immigration until the 1980s. In Denmark, the Progress Party emerged in 
the landslide election of 1973 with almost 16 percent of the vote. In Sweden, 
however, no similar party achieved such electoral success. 

Although the Danish Progress Party since the mid-1980s adopted a 
rhetoric that approximates the discourse of RRP parties,5 often with a strong 
focus on anti-immigration themes, I would argue that Denmark did not 
get a pure RRP party until the foundation of the Danish People’s Party in 
1995.6 The Danish People’s Party was founded as a breakaway fraction of 
the Danish Progress Party. In the mid-1990s, a group led by Pia Kjærsgaard 
left the party and founded the Danish People’s Party. In their first election, 
in 1998, the party received 7.4 percent of the vote, and in 2001 their share 
of the vote increased to 12 percent, reaching 13.9 percent of the votes in 
2007.7 After the 2001 legislative election, the Danish People’s Party was 
given a pivotal position and gained recognition as the support party for the 
newly formed Liberal-Conservative coalition government. In fact, the party 
has functioned as the government’s main coalition partner in day-to-day 
politics ever since. As a result Denmark has witnessed a dramatic change 
toward stricter immigration policies over the past years. 

In Sweden, RRP parties have been relatively marginalized, with the 
exception of the 1991 election, when the newly formed New Democracy gar-
nered 6.7 percent of the vote. However, since the collapse of New Democracy 
in 1994, no Swedish (radical) right-wing populist party has come close to 
winning a parliamentary seat. Sweden’s RRP parties are marginalized in a 
Western European context, although the Sweden Democrats, the country’s 
leading RRP party, have increased their support lately. For example, in the 
2006 general election the party managed to increase its voter share from 1.4 
percent to almost 3 percent and gained more than 250 seats on different lo-
cal councils. Still, unlike many other Western European countries, including 
Denmark, the mainstream parties in Sweden have erected a cordon sanitaire 
against the Sweden Democrats, largely avoiding any kind of collaboration. 
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Denmark and Sweden share several important traits—such as welfare 
regimes, secularism, and a history of Social Democratic dominance—so the 
fact that radical right-wing populism has proved itself highly successful 
in Denmark but largely failed in Sweden is counterintuitive. It is the aim 
of this paper to present possible 
explanations for the evolution of 
RRP parties in these two coun-
tries. Due to length concerns, I 
will focus primarily on the dif-
ferences between Denmark and 
Sweden that in earlier research 
were identified as most pertinent 
to such an explanation. First, 
I will discuss realignment and 
dealignment processes. 8 In both 
countries the number of floating voters, open for mobilization efforts by 
new party contenders, has increased during the past decades. However, 
whereas a realignment process has taken place in Danish politics, in which 
the sociocultural cleavage dimension has gained prominence, Swedish poli-
tics are still largely dominated by socioeconomic issues. This has worked 
as a shield against mobilization attempts by RRP parties in Sweden. Relat-
edly, whereas the immigration issue is highly politicized in Denmark, and 
has dominated the political agenda the past decade, the immigration issue 
is a relatively marginal topic in Sweden. This also has worked against the 
emergence of an electorally strong RRP party in Swedish politics.

Dealignment and Realignment Processes

Dealignment and realignment processes provide a favorable political op-
portunity structure for emerging RRP parties. Several cleavage dimensions 
always exist simultaneously,9 most of them ultimately based on social 
identity or interests. Although these cleavage dimensions exist side by side, 
either manifest or latent, their salience increases or declines during certain 
periods.10 Contemporary Western European democracies are characterized 
by two major such dimensions: the perceived economic rift, which pits 
workers against capital, and concerns the degree of state involvement in 
the economy, and the sociocultural conflicts, which revolve around issues 
such as immigration, law and order, abortion, among others.11 The relative 
strength of these two sources of tension influences RRP parties’ chances 
for successful electoral mobilization. As some of these issues lose salience, 
frames connected to them become less relevant to people’s interpretation of 
the world. As Kriesi et al. have stressed, old cleavages may provide “a shield 
against the framing attempts of rising collective actors.”12 Schattschneider 
makes a similar point in arguing that a “shift from the alignment AB to the 
alignment CD means that the old cleavage must be played down if the new 
conflict is to be exploited…The new conflict can become dominant only if 
the old one is subordinated, or obscured, or forgotten, or loses its capacity 
to excite the contestants, or becomes irrelevant.”13 As we will see below, this 

The fact that radical right-wing 
populism has proved itself 
highly successful in Denmark 
but largely failed in Sweden is 
counterintuitive.



60 SAIS Review    Winter–Spring 2010

has increasingly been the fate of the socioeconomic cleavage dimension in 
Denmark but not in Sweden. 

Denmark
A defining characteristic of the RRP parties—in particular during the 
1990s—has been their ability to mobilize working-class voters.14 The Dan-
ish People’s Party is no exception. In 2001, for instance, the proportion of 
workers among the Danish People’s Party’s voters was 56 percent (up from 
49 percent in 1998), which should be compared to 43 percent of the Social 
Democrat voters in the same year.15 This is largely an effect of the decreased 
salience of the socio-economic cleavage dimension. As Lipset has argued, 
although workers traditionally have been at odds with the Left parties’ posi-
tions on sociocultural issues—they have on average been considerably more 
authoritarian—this does not have any practical effect on their voting pat-
terns as long as they identify with the socialist parties’ economic positions 
(i.e., see them as defenders of their class interest).16 In such a situation, they 
will vote for them despite the Left’s humanitarian and liberal positions on 
sociocultural issues. However, as the economic dimension has lost salience 
at the expense of sociocultural concerns, this has started to change. 

Moreover, the level of class voting (i.e. the percentage of the workers 
who vote according to their class interests and who are usually associated 
with the Left) has decreased in most western European countries, including 
Denmark.17 Between 1966 and 2001, working class support for Socialist par-
ties in Denmark decreased dramatically, from 81 to 41 percent.18 The loss 
of working class support was particularly great among young workers.19 
Consequently, the Social Democratic Party has lost its hegemonic position. 
Although the Danish Social Democracy was never as strong as the Swedish 
one, it peaked in 1960 with 42 percent of the votes. Since the early 1970s, 
however, the support for the Danish Social Democratic Party has dropped 
below 30 percent on several occasions—for example in the 2001 election—
and during the last 30 years the non-Socialist parties have been in power 
as often as the Social Democrats. Moreover, the salience of socioeconomic 
issues has decreased, partly as a result of the politicization of alternative is-
sues, such as immigration, security, and the European Union (EU).20 In 1998, 
for instance, only 9 percent of Danish respondents considered “economic 
policy” among the most important political issues of the day.21 “Welfare” 
has remained relevant, although the Social Democratic party has lost “issue 
ownership” over it.22

As a result of these developments, the Social Democratic Party in Den-
mark has become increasingly ideologically and strategically disoriented.23 
Seeing the issues the party traditionally “owned” decrease in political im-
portance and its traditional voter constituency slowly wither away, the party 
has increasingly tried to exploit authoritarian attitudes on the socio-cultural 
dimension. However, they have failed to obtain unanimous support within 
the party organization (or even within the party elite) regarding the party’s 
line on issues such as immigration policy and the EU.24 Combined with eco-
nomic policy gradually becoming less ideological and more attuned to “third 
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way” British Social Democracy,25 the result has been increased confusion and 
frustration. This weakened position has made the party unable, or unwill-
ing, to present strong alternative or counter frames of how to define social 
problems in contemporary Denmark. Instead, the diagnostic and prognostic 
frames proposed by the Danish People’s Party have become hegemonic in 
the political as well as mass media discourse, at least since the mid 1990s. 
According to these frames, social problems should largely be interpreted in 
ethnic terms or as the result of moral lassitude (and not in terms of social 
class and economic marginalization). Moreover, they should be addressed 
by implementing stricter immigration policies and more law and order. 

The dealignment process has also resulted in weakened bonds and 
loyalties between voters and the traditional, established parties: the number 
of “floating voters” has increased and the electoral arena has become more 
volatile. Without this development, there would be fewer voters available 
for new parties to mobilize (as issue or as protest voters), and the likeli-
hood for new parties to escape electoral marginalization would be much 
reduced. In Denmark, the period of a more volatile electorate started dra-
matically in 1973, when the newly founded Progress Party obtained almost 
16 percent of the votes in the legislative election. The Danish voters are the 
least politically discontented voters in Western Europe. In 1996, 84 percent 
of the Danish voters were “very or fairly satisfied with the way democracy 
work[ed].”26 Despite this fact, trust in politicians actually increased in Den-
mark between 1991 and 1998.27 Nonetheless, it is plausible to assume that 
the Danish People’s Party, as well, has benefited not only from the presence 
of “floating voters” but also to some extent from protest votes. We know 
that the electorate of the Danish People’s Party is characterized by relatively 
low trust in politicians.28 

Sweden
Sweden, on the other hand, has not witnessed an equally dramatic realign-
ment process. Even though class voting has declined in Sweden, it remains 
fairly high, especially among the working classes. In the 1998 election 75 
percent of industrial workers in the country voted for either the Social 
Democrats or the Left Party. The figure for other workers was 63 percent.29 
In the 2002 and 2006 elections, the proportion declined somewhat, but 63 
percent of industrial workers still voted for either the Social Democrats or 
the Left Party in the 2006 election.30 

This and the fact that union membership in Sweden is higher than 
in any other EU country suggest that there is still a relatively strong sense 
of class affinity in Sweden.31 In fact, the proportion of manual laborers 
who identified themselves with the working class was slightly higher (over 
53 percent) in 1995 than it was in 1980.32 This indicates that “tradition-
ally provided and sustained collective identities” have not been eroded or 
destroyed in Sweden to the extent that some have claimed,33 and that the 
socioeconomic cleavage dimension still dominates Swedish politics.34

There is, moreover, much to suggest that the economic crisis during 
the 1990s boosted the relative importance of conventional issues of political 
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economy and the welfare state in Sweden rather than those of a sociocul-
tural nature, such as immigration and law and order. While the economy 
and employment dominated the crisis years of the mid-1990s, healthcare 
and education have dominated the electorate’s agenda since the end of that 
decade. In fact, the former has emerged as a particularly critical issue since 
the mid-1990s, and whereas in 1995 only 15 percent of voters gave it any 
serious priority, by 1999 this figure was up to 41 percent. The same can be 
said of education, which soared from 7 percent in 1995 to 32 percent in 
2002. These figures indicate the continuing salience of the socioeconomic 
cleavage dimension, and that realignment processes have not been much 
of a factor in Swedish politics (with the exception of issues concerning the 
environment and the EU).

As for the dealignment process, however, we do not see significant 
differences between Denmark and Sweden. In Sweden confidence in politi-

cal institutions has declined 
more since the end of the 
1960s than in most other Eu-
ropean countries.35 In saying 
this, however, we should not 
forget that before the decline 
started, public confidence in 
the political establishment 
was, from both a national and 

global perspective, exceptionally high in Sweden.36 Swedish voters now have 
little respect for political institutions. In 2002, a mere 1 percent of those 
polled had full confidence in political parties, and 13 percent had fairly high 
confidence. Little or no confidence in political parties, on the other hand, 
was expressed by no less than 41 percent of the voters.37 

Despite these trends, we can also observe how voters in Sweden have 
become all the more pleased with how democracy in the country operates. 
Around the mid-1990s Swedes were no more satisfied than other Western 
Europeans. From the mid-1990s to 2006, the proportion of voters who 
claimed to be “very or fairly pleased with democracy in Sweden” increased 
to 81 percent, making the Swedish voters among the most contented in 
Europe, at least with regard to the democratic process.38 This suggests, 
therefore, that in recent years the niche for the mobilization of discontent 
has contracted.

Thus, there is and has been a considerable scope for protest mobili-
zation for a populist party through the incitement of popular discontent 
with the mainstream political establishment. This situation also implies 
that more voters have been released from their political loyalties, and thus 
are available for voter mobilization in the electoral arena. That this is the 
case is even more obvious when we consider the declining degree of party 
identification. The number of voters with strong party identification has 
declined in Western Europe in recent decades;39 so too in Sweden, where 
figures dropped from 53 percent in 1960, to 34 percent in 1982 and 24 
percent in 1991, reaching 15 percent in 2006.40

In Sweden confidence in political 
institutions has declined more 
since the end of the 1960s than in 
most other European countries.
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Politicization of New Issues

Issue voting has gained in importance in Western Europe in the past de-
cades. As a result issue competition has become even more important than 
before.41 Following Budge and Farlie,42 we may assume that parties try to 
benefit from issue-voting not so much from opposing each other’s issue 
positions as from trying to shift public (and media) attention from one 
issue to another. Hence, agenda setting, politicization, and framing play a 
crucial role for modern parties. 

Denmark
As discussed above, issues belonging to the socioeconomic dimension have 
lost salience in Danish politics, in particular since the mid-1990s. Part of 
the reason for this was the politicization of the immigration issue. Although 
xenophobic attitudes were widespread in Denmark during the 1970s as well, 
immigration did not become 
a politicized, salient issue 
until the mid-1980s,43 when 
these feelings were given an 
articulated form by the Prog-
ress Party and related actors. 
The anti-immigration rheto-
ric turned out to be highly 
resonant, because it coincid-
ed with a dramatic increase in 
the number of asylum-seekers,44 and with the changing character of Danish 
immigration, from labor market immigration to (non-European) refugee 
immigration. Denmark was among the EU countries with the smallest im-
migrant population growing from less than 4 percent in the late 1980s to 
just about 7 percent in 2001, half of these immigrants having arrived from 
non-European countries. However, the number of asylum-seekers increased 
from 800 in 1983 to 4,300 in 1984 to 8,700 in 1985.45 Hence, these years 
were propitious for politicizing the immigration issue. The Danish me-
dia picked up the issue immediately, and content analysis shows that the 
press and state television presented immigration to Denmark mainly as a 
problem.46 The ethno-nationalist/ethno-pluralist framing of the immigra-
tion issue also had a great impact at the voter level: in 1985, 23 percent of 
voters agreed with the statement “immigration is a serious threat against 
our distinctive national character.”47 By 1987 the percentage had doubled 
to 47 percent.48 Yet, it was not until the 1990s that the issue of immigra-
tion became the dominant topic in newspapers, and indeed in political 
discourse and the public debate. The Danish People’s Party as well as the 
Danish Association, a far-right circle of intellectuals, played a key role in 
this process. When celebrating its tenth anniversary in 1997, the chairman 
of the Danish Association concluded that the goal to bring the immigration 
issue “into the public and political debate as a crucial problem of Danish 
society” had been attained.49 The way of achieving this had been to collect 

Issues belonging to the socio-
economic dimension have lost 
salience in Danish politics, partly 
due to of the politicization of the 
immigration issue.
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and present information for political actors, and by producing numerous 
letters to the editor and chronicles to the press. Søren Krarup, for instance, 
one of the founding fathers of the Danish Association and later a MP for 
the Danish People’s Party, has been interviewed frequently in the media, and 
has authored about 200 feature articles in the tabloid Ekstrabladet, which is 
one of Denmark’s most read newspapers.50 The Danish People’s Party was 
also given substantial media coverage on immigration issues: many articles 
and TV news segments dealing with immigration included statements and 
comments from representatives of the Danish People’s Party. As a conse-
quence, after the minister responsible for immigration, the party leader Pia 
Kjærsgaard was the person most quoted on immigration matters during the 
second half of the election year of 2001.51The reason why the immigration 
issue came to dominate Danish political and mass media discourse since 
the mid-1990s has also to do with the fact that some of the established 
parties joined the discourse. This, also, had the effect of revealing to the 
voters the indirect influence and power of the Danish People’s Party, as 
well as lending legitimacy to the thus far marginalized party. The Liberal 
Party, for instance, campaigned against the immigration policy of the in-
cumbent Social Democratic government in the period between 1997 and 
2001. In 1998 the Liberals made big announcements on refugee policy in 
several major Danish newspapers. According to Bjørklund and Goul An-
dersen, these announcements went unusually far for an established party. 
The Social Democratic Party, for their part, became increasingly divided 
over the issue of immigration during the 1990s. Originally a defender 
of refugee immigration and (some sort of) multiculturalism, the party 
drifted toward a more unsympathetic view of these matters as the Dan-
ish People’s Party gained ground in opinion polls—to large extent at the 
expense of the Social Democrats—and as the party was attacked by not 
only the Danish People’s Party but also the Liberal Party for being too 
generous on immigration. The Social Democratic government responded 
with “both symbolic and real tightening of refugee and immigration poli-
cies.”52 For instance, in 1997, the Social Democratic Minister of Interior, 
Birte Weiss, was replaced by Torkild Simonsen, who had made a reputation 
of being hard against immigrants and a critic of the government’s refugee 
policy.53 The weakness of the Social Democratic party, and its internal divi-
sions over the issue of immigration, became even more pronounced when 
the former MP and leader of the Social Democratic party group, Mogens 
Camre, stated on a TV show aired in September 1998: 

Many of the immigrant women are wrongly fed, because their men want to 
show their wealth and fortune by keeping their women big and fat. When I 
see immigrants driving around in big cars, it pops into my mind that they 
have not earned their money in a way I can accept…They are highly criminal; 
they drive around in big cars, wear too expensive clothes, and their fat wives 
give birth to lots of kids.54

Although this event provoked a discussion over expelling Camre from 
the Social Democratic party, this did not happen. The probable reason was, 
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aside from the opposition from several leading Social Democratic mayors 
to such a decision, the risk of losing voters that shared Camre’s opinions on 
immigrants. However, when Camre left the Social Democrats for the Danish 
People’s Party in 1999, the effect was increased legitimacy not only for the 
ideas he expressed but also for the Danish People’s Party.55

As a result of the dominating position of the immigration issue in 
Danish political and mass media discourse, the salience of the issue for 
voters’ decisions has increased dramatically. In 2001, 20 percent of the vot-
ers mentioned “immigration” when asked which problems of the day they 
considered to be most important for politicians to address. In 1990, it was 
only 4 percent. Furthermore, in 1987 only 4 percent mentioned immigra-
tion when asked about the most important issue affecting their vote. By 
1998 immigration had increased to 25 percent, making it the single most 
important issue.56 

At the same time, the proportion of voters sharing xenophobic or anti-
immigration attitudes was still at a high level. In 1998, 42 percent of the 
voters agreed with the statement “immigration is a serious threat against 
our unique national character/national identity.” 57 Similarly, 43 percent 
agreed with the statement “in the longer run, the Muslim countries are a 
serious threat against Denmark’s security,” and 50 percent agreed with the 
statement “refugees that have been given residence permit here in Denmark 
should be sent home as soon as possible.”58 

As a result, there emerged a niche of voters susceptible to the xeno-
phobic and ethno-nationalist message of the Danish People’s Party. The 
Party has tried hard to exploit this niche by using frames and strategies 
adopted from the French Front National (via the mediation of the Danish 
Association). There is no doubt that the Danish People’s Party had a sharp 
enough profile to take advantage of the available opportunities: the party 
was given –97 by the voters on an index ranging from –100 (most hostile to 
immigration) to +100 (most open to immigration).59 We also know that the 
voters of the Danish People’s Party are exceptionally hostile to immigration. 
For example, in 1998 75 percent of them believed that immigrants were a 
serious threat against the unique Danish national identity.60 

Sweden
Sweden has long been a country of net immigration, in that more people 
have migrated in than migrated out. Non-European immigration increased 
in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. Today 11 percent of the Swedish population 
consists of people born abroad. Moreover, during the 1990s, the average 
number of asylum applications was twenty-nine for every 1,000 Swedish 
citizens, as opposed to eighteen in Belgium, sixteen in Austria, five in France 
and one in Italy.61 Thus, as Kitschelt has shown, immigration per se cannot 
serve as an explanation for why RRP parties have become successful in some 
countries but failed in others.62

Moreover, a majority of Swedish voters in the 1990s were in favor of 
reducing the number of asylum-seekers. Such attitudes peaked at 65 percent 
in 1992, falling steadily thereafter for the remainder of the decade. In 2007 
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45 percent of voters were in favor of reducing the number of refugees.63 
Data from the International Social Survey Program also shows that in 1995 
Swedish voters were roughly just as opposed to immigrants and immigra-
tion as those in the rest of Western Europe. They were also more inclined 
than the average European to agree with the statement “immigration causes 
crime” and just as likely to agree with the statement “immigrants contribute 
nothing to the economy.” A survey carried out by the European Monitor-
ing Center on Racism and Xenophobia in Vienna shows that things had 
changed little by 2000.64

The perceived importance of the immigration issue increased in the 
1980s and 1990s in most Western European countries.65 This trend peaked 
in Sweden in 1993, when 25 percent of the voters ranked immigration 
among the top three most urgent issues facing the country. The political 
salience of immigration then declined for the remainder of the decade, and 
after an election campaign heavily focused on citizenship and immigration, 
it increased again in 2002 to become the fourth most important political is-
sue (19 percent). 66 This was the highest ranking it achieved since the heyday 
of New Democracy in 1993. However, this upward trend did not continue 
through the 2006 election.67

Still, the very existence of xenophobic attitudes does not automatically 
lead to the growth of an RRP party. Nor is it sufficient for the immigration 
issue to be considered important and prominent; it must also be seen as a 
politically important issue. This means that it must first be politicized, or 
“translated” into political terms. Although an issue is politicized to a certain 
extent when seen as important by both politicians and voters alike, it is only 
really fully politicized when it affects their political behavior.68 By this defini-
tion, the immigration issue was not yet fully politicized in Sweden during 
the 1990s. It has not proved especially important for the Swedish elector-
ate in terms of choice of party, possibly with the exception of 1991, when 
New Democracy had its electoral breakthrough. These results corroborate 
Oscarsson’s argument that to date the xenophobic cleavage dimension in 
Sweden has not significantly affected voters’ political decisions.69

We have thus found that Sweden has about as many xenophobic 
and immigration-skeptic voters per capita as other Western European 

countries. Almost 50 percent 
of the voters favor taking in 
fewer asylum-seekers into the 
country, and a relatively large 
proportion of voters give high 
priority to the issue of asylum 
and immigration. As Demker 
has shown, the proportion of 
voters holding anti-immigrant 
sentiments was higher (60 

percent) among those who ranked refugee and immigration issues among 
the top three social problems.70 This means that a relatively high proportion 
of the voters want a tighter immigration and asylum policy and consider 

A high proportion of the voters 
want a tighter immigration and 
asylum policy meaning that there 
is a relatively large niche for a 
Swedish anti-immigration party.
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this issue more important than most other issues. It is among such voters 
that the RRP parties can hope to mobilize support, leaving us to conclude 
that there is a relatively large niche for a Swedish anti-immigration party, 
such as a RRP party, to take root. At the same time, however, immigration 
has not been such an important and salient political issue, in the sense that 
it affects people’s voting behavior, as it has been in the countries where RRP 
parties have enjoyed a measure of success, and this has helped to curb such 
developments. In Sweden, since the 1994 election, immigration has more 
or less disappeared from the list of issues affecting voter choice, with the 
exception of the 2002 election. We must, however, be careful in determining 
causality here, as there are indications that such issues only become fully 
prioritized after a RRP party has become established.71

Conclusions

This paper has shown that in the past two decades Denmark and Sweden 
shared several important opportunity structures, in particular related to 
anti-immigrant sentiments among the electorates and feelings of disen-
chantment toward the political institutions. Yet, the two countries have 
diverged in some important ways. First, while the socioeconomic cleavage 
dimension had lost much of 
its importance in Danish poli-
tics, it was still highly salient in 
Swedish politics. Secondly, the 
issue of immigration has been 
much more politicized in Den-
mark than in Sweden where the 
socioeconomic dimension still 
dominates the agenda. Finally, 
although the Danish People’s 
Party and the Sweden Democrats share the same ideological core, and have 
used very similar rhetoric, the Sweden Democrats have been much more 
stigmatized as a result of their origin in and connections to the fascist 
movement. The party has thus found it very difficult to create a respectable 
façade. The Danish People’s Party, on the other hand, originated from the 
Progress Party and has never met such severe stigmatization. This is shown 
in the mainstream parties’ and the media’s relation to the party.

The intrusion of a new political actor into a party system is likely to 
have consequences on the dynamics within this system. It may have conse-
quences for agenda setting, by making certain political issues more salient and 
others less so; it may influence the way political actors talk about certain 
issues (framing); and it may make mainstream parties change positions in 
order to win back votes or to prevent future losses (accommodation). When 
holding strategic positions in the parliament, new actors may of course also 
come to influence policies more directly. In this paper, I did not study such 
effects systematically—it must be saved for a separate paper—but based on 
the evidence presented, I feel confident arguing that the emergence and 

The issue of immigration has 
been much more politicized in 
Denmark than in Sweden where 
the socioeconomic dimension 
still dominates the agenda.
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electoral breakthrough of the Danish People’s Party has had consequences 
on the Danish party system and legislation in all the ways described above. 
As indicated before, the immigration issue has established itself as the 
dominant question on the political agenda. There has been an increasing 
consensus around the ways immigration and immigrants are framed (as 
problems and as threats to Danish values), and several of the mainstream 
parties have moved toward a stricter view on immigration policy. Because 
it is a support party to the minority government, the Danish People’s Party 
has also had considerable direct influence on immigration policies. In Swe-
den the RRP parties have been either too short-lived (New Democracy) or 
too marginal (Sweden Democrats) to have comparable consequences on the 
Swedish party system or legislation.72

Notes

1 Hans Georg Betz and Carol Johnson, “Against the Current—Stemming the Tide: The Nos-
talgic Ideology of the Contemporary Radical Populist Right,” Journal of Political Ideology 9, 
no. 3 (2004): 323.
2 Isaiah Berlin, Vico and Herder: Two Studies in the History of Ideas (London: Hogarth Press, 1976); 
Douglas.R. Holmes, Integral Europe: Fast-Capitalism, Multiculturalism, Neofascism (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2000).
3 Roger Griffin, “Interregnum or Endgame? Radical Right Thought in the ‘Post-Fascist’ Era,” 
Journal of Political Ideology 5, no 2 (2000): 163–178; Michael Minkenberg, “The New Right in 
France and Germany. Nouvelle Droite, Neue Rechte, and the New Right Radical Parties,” in 
The Revival of Right-wing Extremism in the Nineties, ed. Peter H. Merkl and Leonard Weinberg 
(London: Frank Cass, 1997); Pierre-Andre Taguieff, La Force du Préjugé. Essai sur le Racisme et 
ses Doubles (Paris: La Découverte, 1998).
4 Jens Rydgren, “The Sociology of the Radical Right,” Annual Review of Sociology 33 (2007): 
241–262.
5 See Herbert Kitschelt, The Radical Right in Western Europe: A Comparative Analysis (Ann Arbor: 
The University of Michigan Press, 1995), 121.
6 Jens Rydgren, “Explaining the Emergence of Radical Right-Wing Populist Parties: The Case 
of Denmark,” West European Politics 27, no. 3 (2004): 474–502.
7 Tor Bjørklund and J. Goul Andersen, “Anti-Immigration Parties in Denmark and Norway: 
The Progress Parties and the Danish People’s Party,” in Shadows Over Europe: The Development 
and Impact of the Extreme Right in Western Europe, ed. Patrick Hossay, Martin Schain, Aristide 
Zolberg et al. (New York: Palgrave, 2002); Goul Andersen, “Dansk Folkeparti och nya Kon-
fliktdimensioner i Dansk Politik,” in Från Le Pen till Pim Fortuyn: Populism och Parlamentarisk 
Högerextremism i Dagens Europa, ed. Jens Rydgren and Anders Widfeldt (Malmö: Liber, 2004); 
Rene Karpantschof, “Populism and Right Wing Extremism in Denmark 1980–2001,” Uni-
versity of Copenhagen Sociologisk Rapportserie 4 (2002); Susi Meret, “The Danish People’s Party, the 
Italian Northern League and the Austrian Freedom Party in a Comparative Perspective: Party Ideol-
ogy and Electoral Support” (PhD diss., Institute of History and International Social Studies, 
Aalborg University, 2009).
8 Jens Rydgren, “Radical Right Populism in Sweden: Still a Failure, but for How Long?,” 
Scandinavian Political Studies 26, no. 1 (2002): 26–57; Rydgren, “Explaining the Emergence;” 
Jens Rydgren, From Tax Populism to Ethnic Nationalism: Radical Right-wing Populism in Sweden 
(New York: Berghahn, 2006).
9 Seymour Martin Lipset and S. Rokkan, “Cleavage Structures, Party Systems, and Voter 
Alignments: An Introduction,” in Party Systems and Voter Alignments: Cross-National Perspectives, 
ed. Seymour M. Lipset and Stein Rokkan (New York: The Free Press, 2002); Stein Rokkan, 
Citizens, Elections, Parties. (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1970).
10 Mike Hout, Clem Brooks, and Jeff Manza, “The Persistence of Classes in Post-Industrial 
Societies,” in Conflicts about Class: Debating Inequality in Late Industrialism, ed. David J .Lee and 
Bryn S. Turner (London: Longman, 1996), 55–56.



69Radical Right-wing Populism in Denmark and Sweden

11 Daniel Bell, The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism (New York: Basic Books, 1996), 332–
333.
12 Hanspeter Kriesi, Ruud Koopmans, Jan Willem Duyvendak, and Marco G. Giugni, New 
Social Movements in Western Europe: A Comparative Analysis (Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press, 1995), 4.
13 Elmer E. Schattschneider, The Semisovereign People: A Realist’s View of Democarcy in America 
(London: Wadsworth, 1975).
14 See Jens Rydgren, The Populist Challenge: Political Protest and Ethno-Nationalist Mobilization in 
France (New York: Berghahn Books, 2003); Nonna Mayer, Ces Français qui Votent FN (Paris: 
Flammarion, 1999).
15 G. Andersen, “Dansk Folkeparti och nya Konfliktdimensioner i Dansk Politik,” 25; Johan-
nes Andersen, “Højrefløjen og Kritikken af de Fremmede i Danmark,” Working Paper 1999:10, 
(Department of Economics and Politics, University of Aalborg, 1999), 14.
16 Seymour Martin Lipset, Political Man: The Social Bases of Politics (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1981).
17 See Terry Nichols Clark and Seymour Martin Lipset, The Breakdown of Class Politics: A 
Debate on Post-Industrial Stratification (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2001); 
P. Nieuwbeerta, “The Democratic Class Struggle in Postwar Societies: Traditional Class 
Voting in Twenty Countries, 1945–1990,” in The Breakdown of Class Politics: A Debate on Post-
Industrial Stratification, ed. Terry Nichols Clark and Seymour Martin Lipset (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001).
18 G. Andersen, “Dansk Folkeparti och nya Konfliktdimensioner i Dansk Politik,” 14.
19 Johannes Andersen “Sociale Klasser og Politiske Partier—Uden Ideologisk Forankring,” in 
Vælgere med Omtanke—An Analyse af Folketingsvalget 1998, ed. Johannes Andersen, Ole Borre, 
Jorgen Goul Andersen, and Hans Jorgen Nielsen (Århus: Systime, 1999), 86.
20 See Paula Blomqvist and Christoffer Green-Pedersen, “Defeat at Home? Issue-Qwnership 
and Social Democratic Support in Scandinavia” (paper presented at the annual meeting of 
the American Political Science Association, Boston, August 29–September 1, 2002), 11.
21 Hans Jorgen Nielsen, “Tilliden til politikerne,” in Vælgere med omtanke—an analyse af Folket-
ingsvalget 1998 ed. Johannes Andersen, Ole Borre, Jorgen Goul Andersen, and Hans Jorgen 
Nielsen (Århus: Systime, 1999), 21.
22 J. Goul Andersen, “The General Election in Denmark: November 2001,” Electoral Studies 
22 (2003): 153–193; For a discussion of “issue ownership,” see John R. Petrocik, “Issue-
Ownership in Presidential Elections with a 1980 Case Study,” American Journal of Political 
Science 40, no. 3 (1996): 825–850.
23 See Rene Karpantschof, “Höjreradikalismen i Danmark—en Politik Model på Historisk-
Sociologisk Grund,” Dansk Sociologi 3 (2003): 8.
24 Moreover, data from the 1998 election show that issues such as “immigration” and “law 
and order” are typical lost-issues for the Social Democrats. Considerably fewer than what 
actually voted for the party believed that the Social Democratic Party was the best party to 
handle these issues. J. Goul Andersen, “Hvad Kan Partierne: Partiernes Kompetence-Image,” 
in Vælgere Med Omtanke—an Analyse af Folketingsvalget 1998, ed. Johannes Andersen, Ole Borre, 
Jorgen Goul Andersen, and Hans Jorgen Nielsen (Århus: Systime, 1999), 145.
25 Christoffer Green-Pedersen and Kees van Kersbergen, “The Politics of the ‘Third Way’: 
The Transformation of Social Democracy in Denmark and The Netherlands,” Party Politics 
8, no. 5 (2002): 507–524.
26 Sören Holmberg, “Svenska Folket är si så där Nöjda med hur Demokratin Fungerar i Sve-
rige,” in Ett Missnöjt Folk? SOM-Undersökningen 1996, ed. Sören Holmberg and Lennart Weibull 
(Gothenburg: SOM-Institutet, 1997), 338; Nielsen, “Tilliden til Politikerne,” 239.
27 Ibid. Nielsen, “Tilliden til Politikerne,” 239.
28 See G. Andersen, “Dansk Folkeparti och nya Konfliktdimensioner i Dansk Politik.”
29 Sören Holmberg, Välja Parti (Stockholm: Norstedts Juridik, 2000), 68.
30 Henrik Oscarsson and Sören Holmberg, Regeringsskifte: Väljarna och Valet 2006 (Stockholm: 
Norstedts Juridik, 2008), 243.
31 Bernhard Ebbinghaus, and Jelle Visser, “A Comparative Profile,” in The Societies of Europe: 
Trade Unions in Western Europe since 1945, ed. B. Ebbinghaus and J. Visser (London: Macmillan, 



70 SAIS Review    Winter–Spring 2010
2000); A. Kjellberg, “Sweden,” in The Societies of Europe: Trade Unions in Western Europe since 
1945, ed. Bernhard Ebbinghaus and Jelle Visser (London: Macmillan, 2000). 
32 Peter Sohlberg and Hakon Leiulfsrud, “Social Ojämlikhet, Sociala Klasser och Struktur-
perspektiv,” in Samhällsproblem, ed. Ted Goldberg (Lund: Studentlitteratur, 2000), 54.
33 Hans Georg Betz, Radical Right-Wing Populism in Western Europe (London: Macmillan, 1994), 
29.
34 See Oscarsson and Holmberg, Regeringsskifte.
35 Tommy Möller, Politikens Meningslöshet: Om Misstro, Cynism och Utanförskap (Malmö: Liber, 
2000), 52.
36 Sören Holmberg and Lennart Weibull, “Förtroendets Fall,” in Ett Missnöjt Folk? SOM-Un-
dersökningen 1996, ed. Sören Holmberg and Lennart Weibull (Gothenburg: SOM-Institutet, 
1997), 79.
37 Sören Holmberg and Lennart Weibull, “Förgängligt Förtroende,” in Fåfängans Marknad: 
SOM-Undersökningen 2002, ed. Sören Holmberg and Lennart Weibull (Gothenburg: SOM-
Institutet, 2003), 44.
38 Oscarsson and Holmberg, Regeringsskifte, 214.
39 Robert D. Putnam, Susan J. Pharr, and Russell J. Dalton, “Introduction: What’s Trou-
bling the Trilateral Democracies?,” in Disaffected Democracies. What’s Troubling the Trilateral 
Countries?, ed. Robert D. Putnam and Susan J. Pharr (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2000), 17.
40 Oscarsson and Holmberg, Regeringsskifte, 225.
41 Carl Dahlström and Peter Esaiasson, “The Immigration Issue and Radical Right Party 
Success: Is Sweden the Odd Case Out?,” Unpublished manuscript. (Department of Political 
Science, University of Gothenburg, 2009).
42 Ian Budge and Dennis Farlie, “Party Competition—Selective Emphasis or Direct Confron-
tation? An Alternative View with Data,” in West European Party Systems: Continuity & Change, 
ed. Hans Daalder and Peter Mair (London: Sage, 1983).
43 Bjørklund and Andersen “Anti-Immigration Parties”, 109.
44 See Goul Andersen and Tor Bjørklund, “Radical Right-Wing Populism in Scandinavia: 
From Tax Revolt to Neo-Liberalism and Xenophobia,” in The Politics of the Extreme Right: From 
the Margins to the Mainstream, ed. Paul Hainsworth (London: Pinter, 2000), 204.
45 G. Andersen “The General Election in Denmark:” G. Andersen, “Dansk Folkeparti och nya 
Konfliktdimensioner i Dansk Politik,” 3; Lise Togeby, “Prejudice and Tolerance in a Period 
of Increased Ethnic Diversity and Growing Unemployment: Denmark since 1970,” Ethnic 
and Racial Studies 21, no. 6 (1998): 1137–1154.
46 See Øystein Gaasholt, and Lise Togeby, I Syv Sind : Danskernes Holdninger til Flygtninge og 
Invandrere (Århus: Politica, 1995); Mustafa Hussain, “Islam, Media and Minorities in Den-
mark,” Current Sociology 48, no. 4 (2000): 95–116. 
47 Johannes Andersen, “De Fremmede Som ’Skjult’ Dagsorden,” in Vælgere Med Omtanke—An 
Analyse af Folketingsvalget 1998, ed. Johannes Andersen, Ole Borre, Jorgen Goul Andersen, and 
Hans Jorgen Nielsen (Århus: Systime, 1999), 203.
48 Ibid.
49 Karpantschof, Populism and Right Wing Extremism in Denmark, 38.
50 Ibid., 43.
51 Ibid., 29. 
52 Bjørklund and Andersen “Anti-Immigration Parties”, 128.
53 Andersen, “Højrefløjen og Kritikken af de Fremmede i Danmark.” 
54 Quoted in Andersen, “Højrefløjen og Kritikken af de Fremmede i Danmark,” 5.
55 Finally, it should be noted that the 2001 election was held shortly after the September 
11 attack, which presented a further opening for the anti-Muslim rhetoric of the Danish 
People’s Party. See G. Andersen “The General Election in Denmark.” 
56 Bjørklund & Andersen “Anti-Immigration Parties in Denmark and Norway,” 110. When 
asked to select from a list the issues that were of greatest importance for their choice how 
to vote, as many as 60 percent marked ‘refugee and immigration policy’ in 1998 — and 68 
percent marked “law and order,” another of the Danish People’s Party’s pet issues. Jorgen 
Goul Andersen, “Hvad Står Partierne for: Partiernes Policy-Image,” in Vælgere med omtanke—



71Radical Right-wing Populism in Denmark and Sweden

en analyse af Folketingsvalget 1998, ed. Johannes Andersen, Ole Borre, Jorgen Goul Andersen, 
and Hans Jorgen Nielsen (Århus: Systime, 1999), 124.
57 Andersen, “Sociale Klasser og Politiske Partier,” 17.
58 Ibid.
59 Andersen, “Hvad står partierne for,” 167.
60 Johannes Andersen, “Dansk Folkeparti, Demokratiet og de Fremmede,” Working Paper 
2000:6, (Department of Economics and Politics, University of Aalborg, 2000), 7.
61 Jens Rydgren and Joop van Holsteyn, “Holland and Pim Fortuyn: A Deviant Case or The 
Beginning of Something New?” in Movements of Exclusion: Radical Right-wing Populism in the 
Western World ed. Jens Rydgren (New York: Nova Science, 2005).
62 Kitschelt, The Radical Right in Western Europe, 62.
63 Marie Demker, ”Scandinavian Right-wing Parties: Diversity More than Convergence,” in 
Mapping the Far Right in Contemporary Europe: Local, National, Comparative, Transnational, ed. 
Brian Jenkins, Andrea Mammone and Emmanuel Goodin (Oxford: Berghahn, 2010).
64 Rydgren and van Holsteyn, “Holland and Pim Fortuyn;” The European Monitoring Center 
on Racism and Xenophobia, Attitudes towards Minority Groups in the European Union. A Special 
Analysis of the Eurobarameter 2000 Survey (Vienna: SORA, 2001), 37–40.
65 John Solomos Berg and John Wrench, “Race and Racism in Contemporary Europe,” in 
Racism and Migration in Western Europe, ed. John Solomos Berg and John Wrench (Oxford: 
Berg, 1993), 4.
66 Sören Holmberg and Lennart Weibull, “Fåfängans Marknad,” in Fåfängans marknad: SOM-
undersökningen 2002, ed. Sören Holmberg and Lennart Weibull (Gothenburg: SOM-institutet, 
2003), 10–11.
67 Dahlström and Esaiasson, “The Immigration Issue and Radical Right Party Success.” 
68 Jens Rydgren The Populist Challenge, Chapters 2 and 6; See Angus Campbell, Phillip Con-
verse, Warren Miller and Donald Stokes, The American Voter (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 
1960).
69 H. Oscarsson, Den Svenska Partirymden: Väljarnas Uppfattning av Konfliksstrukturen i Partisys-
temet 1956–1996 (Gothenburg: Gothenburg University, 1998), 273–275.
70 Marie Demker, “Trendbrott i Flyktingfrågan—Och Polariseringen Har ökat,” in Fåfängans 
marknad: SOM-Undersökningen 2002, ed. Sören Holmberg and Lennart Weibull (Gothenburg: 
SOM-Institutet, 2003), 89.
71 Jens Rydgren, “Mesolevel Reasons for Racism and Xenophobia: Some Converging and 
Diverging Effects of Radical Right Populism in France and Sweden,” European Journal of 
Social Theory 6, no. 1 (2003): 45–68.
72 Cf. Christoffer Green-Pedersen and Pontus Odmalm, “Going Different ways? Right-Wing 
Parties and the Immigrant Issue in Denmark and Sweden,” Journal of European Public Policy 
15, no. 3 (2008): 367–381.


