
 

 

 

 

 

  

Reflections on the Ideological Evolution of 

the Sweden Democrats Party  

A qualitative analysis of party programs over time 

 

 

  

Bachelor Thesis 

Author: Lisa Youssef 

Supervisor: Karl Loxbo 

Examiner: Emil Uddhammar 

Term: HT 2019 

Subject: Political Science 

Level: Bachelor Thesis 

Course code: 2SK31E 

 



 

Abstract 

In 2018, the Sweden Democrats party has gained 17.5 per cent of the votes 

during the Swedish general elections. Consequently, with this success, they 

became the third largest party in the riksdag. However, the party’s rapid 

growth has created several questions in the political arena and the Swedish 

society about the party’s ideological affiliations and evolutions. The political 

scientists, Mudde (2010) and Widfeldt (2008) argue that in order to 

understand a party’s improvements, it is important to explore a party’s 

ideological evolution. Scholars have argued that Sweden Democrats have 

normalized their ideas and values; adopted liberal values in some policy 

areas in order to attract a large number of voters, succeed and survive in the 

political system. The aim of this study is to explore the party’s idea/ideology 

changes since its creation in 1988 until present 2019. Hence, the main 

purpose is to find out if the core ideologies of the Sweden Democrats - that is 

nativism, authoritarianism and populism- as expressed in their party 

programs respectively electoral manifestos, are characterized by continuity 

or by normalization, and adaptation to liberal values. Using Marie Demker’s 

(1993) concept of ideology, ideal types for radical right populism and 

liberalism have been constructed as analytical tool. The study shows that 

throughout the years, the party’s nativist world view and strategy have been 

changed and normalized, the authoritarian world view has mainly been 

constant but the strategy has had major changes; shifted to liberal values, and 

finally regarding populism; both world view and strategy are characterized 

by continuity.   

Key words 

Sweden Democrats, radical right wing populism, liberal values, ideational 

evolution, world view, strategy, nativism, authoritarianism, populism.  
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1 Introduction 

During the past decades, right wing populist parties have emerged in 

a number of European democracies and have gained a lot of attention and 

followers from the public. In some European countries radical right wing 

populist parties have been more than one-off, protest parties but have formed 

governments such as in Hungary (Fidesz) and Poland (Pis) or even took part 

in government coalitions such as in Austria (FPÖ) and in Switzerland (SvP).  

However, even if in some countries, the radical right parties did not form the 

government or took part of government coalitions, they still have a direct or 

an indirect influence on the political agenda (Loxbo, 2019:89). Sweden has 

generally been considered as an exceptional case since there were no 

representatives of the radical right in the national parliament. Scholars’ 

discussions were often focused on why radical right parties were 

unsuccessful in Sweden compared to elsewhere in Europe (Rydgren, 2010). 

However, this exceptionalism ended when the Sweden Democrats party 

gained parliamentary representation for the first time in 2010 and marked a 

change in Sweden’s political history. In 2018, the party gained 17, 5 per cent 

of the votes which was up 4, 7 per cent from the 2014 elections when they 

scored 12, 8 per cent (Valmyndigheten, 2019). Consequently, with this 

improvement, the Sweden Democrats party became the third-largest party in 

the riksdag. Even though the established parties in Sweden distanced 

themselves from the Sweden Democrats party and attempted to exclude the 

party by maintaining “cordon sanitaire” (which is a strategy to isolate and 

exclude parties by not cooperating with them and not taking up their 

ideologies into political platform), but the party has grown and became an 

influential party (Loxbo, 2019:88).  

Thus, the rapid growth of the Sweden Democrats party has created several 

questions in the political arena and the Swedish society about the party’s 
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ideological evolution and affiliations. In public debates, the party has been 

described as radical right-wing populist, racists, Nazis, fascists and 

nationalists. Scholars argue that the Swedish Democrats are originally a 

nationalist, racist and right-wing populist party that emerged from the fascist 

movement (Elgenius & Rydgren 2019, Hellström and Nilsson 2010). In 

several political debates, the Swedish prime minister, Stefan Löfven, 

proclaimed the party a neo-fascist, Nazi, racist and single-issued party that 

neither respects people’s diversity nor Sweden’s democratic institutions 

(Dagens Nyheter 2014, 2016). However, the party rejects accusations of 

being racist or Nazi and regards itself in their principle program and official 

website as socially conservative party with a nationalist view. 

The political scientist, Cas Mudde (2007:22), clarifies that the core 

ideologies of the radical right wing populist parties such as Sweden 

Democrats are; nativism, authoritarianism and populism. Moreover, Mudde 

(2010:1181) elaborates that in order to understand a party’s success, it is 

important to focus on the “supply-side factors […] i.e. the party ideologies 

and policies” that evolve throughout the years to attract a growing number of 

votes. Hence, in order to understand Sweden Democrats growth it is vital to 

trace the idea/ideological development of the party.  

Loxbo (2019:93) explains that parties with extreme ideological histories 

distance themselves from these ideas and their history. This process of de-

radicalization is called “ideological normalization” which refers to conscious 

attempts to adapt to mainstream rhetoric and tone down the radicalism of the 

past and even abandon extreme ideas outright (Loxbo, 2019: 93). Scholars 

interpret that the Sweden Democrats party “has shown some signs of 

moderation, repackaging and rebranding of their rhetorical message over 

time” (Elgenius and Rydgren 2019:589), they have become soft on their 

original issues; attempted to normalize their ideas and values by focusing on 

prominent new issues such as, for example crime and welfare (Erlingsson, 
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Vernby and Öhrvall 2014:198). Furthermore, Halikiopoulou, Mock & 

Vasilopoulou (2013) and Moffitt (2017) make it clear that radical right 

populist parties, such as Sweden Democrats, adopt different levels of 

appropriation of liberal values in order to survive and succeed in the political 

system, i.e. they become more liberal in some policy areas, they reframe and 

reshape their values, they tailor their discourse to the liberal and civic 

characteristics so that they attract a large number of votes, avoid the label of 

extremism and can be perceived as legitimate.  

Hence, deriving from the aforementioned ideas, the question that arises is: 

Are the core ideologies of the Sweden Democrats, as expressed in their party 

programs respectively electoral manifestos, characterized by continuity or by 

normalization, and adaptation to liberal values? 

1.1 Purpose and research questions 
In order to provide an answer to the overarching research question and 

map out the changes and continuity of the core ideologies, this study aims to 

examine the idea/ideological evolution of the Sweden Democrats party 

regarding nativism, authoritarianism and populism since its creation in 1988 

until present 2019. 

The sub questions which will support the main thesis and guide the analysis 

of this study are: 

 Have the ideas of the Sweden Democrats party regarding nativism, 

authoritarianism and populism changed over time? 

 To what extent has the Sweden Democrats party adopted liberal 

values, since its creation until 2019? 

1.2 Disposition  
 

In the following section, chapter 2, the previous research will be presented followed 

by the theoretical framework of the study. These are then followed by, chapter 4, the 
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presentation of the materials used and the method employed to perform the analysis. 

The following section, chapter 5, presents the analysis and the discussions where the 

results are presented. The last section of this essay, chapter 6, is the conclusion and 

the future research. 

2 Previous Research 

Several researches have been conducted regarding the Sweden 

Democrats’ ideology. However, the focus has mainly been on distinguishing 

Sweden Democrats’ ideology, defining their origins and examining the 

growing electoral appeal. There is a lack of research concerning the 

ideational/ideological evolution of the party regarding nativism, 

authoritarianism and populism since its creation, based on ideal types.  

Larsson and Ekman (2001) argue that the party has its origins embedded 

in neo-Nazi networks. Hence, because of its affiliation to hardcore neo-Nazi 

movements and anti-immigrant profile, the party has been marginalized since 

1990. However, they still focus highly on the anti-immigration issue and 

criticize the current immigration policy (Widfeldt 2015:193-196). 

Furthermore, Erlingsson et al (2014), Ekman & Poohl (2010) clarify that the 

Sweden Democrats party is a single issued party that lacks an ideological 

core and promotes different views on a wide variety of issues with the aim of 

attracting voters and enlarge the party.  

Other scholars argue that the party belongs to the radical right-wing 

Populist Party family  (Jungar &Jupskås 2014, Elgenius & Rydgren 2019, 

Mudde 2007) claiming that the party originated from an “extreme right-wing 

milieu and was viewed as morally and politically illegitimate by the 

mainstream parties as well as by a large number of voters” (Elgenius & 

Rydgren 2019: 589). Hence, the party advocates an authoritarian position on 

sociocultural issues such as anti-immigration policies, ethno-nationalism and 

favoring high level of traditional family values (Elgenius & Rydgren 2019). 
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The aim of their ideology is to strengthen the nation by returning to the 

traditional values and assure an ideal ethnically homogeneous nation 

(Elgenius & Rydgren 2017). Characterized by their xenophobic positions, the 

party neglects the civil and political rights of minorities and immigrants 

(Lodenius 2009:36). The anti-immigrant attitudes are the most prominent 

reason of the party’s success and growth (Elgenius & Rydgren 2019:584).  

Much of research on right wing populist parties’ success and growth 

have focused on the demand –side factors (Widfeldt 2008: 265); the fact that 

a significant proportion of voters are sympathetic to the party’s policies. The 

demand-side theories, generally “examine issues such as increasing levels of 

immigration and their correlation with high levels of support for radical right 

parties” (Halikiopoulou et al 2013:110). However, as Mudde (2010:1181) 

and Widfeldt (2008:265) point out, in order to succeed, a right wing populist 

party, such as the Sweden Democrats does not only need sufficient demand 

of newcomers but also need to supply factors that meet the demand i.e. 

“internal supply-side factors within the party itself”  (Widfeldt 2008:265).  

Hence, the party seeks to have “the ideology, the policies, the leadership, the 

organization and the campaign strategy that can attract the voters whose lack 

of faith in the established parties have created an opening in the party space” 

(Widfeldt 2008:265).  Therefore, Sweden Democrats have broadened appeal 

by distancing themselves from ideas with extremist connotations (Widfeldt 

2008: 272). 

Having Mudde and Widfeldt’s supply –side factor’s arguments in mind, 

in order to understand Sweden Democrats rapid growth, I will examine the 

party’s idea/ideological evolution and find out whether the core ideologies; 

nativism, authoritarianism and populism are characterized by continuity or 

are shifting through “normal” and liberal values since the party’s creation in 

1988 until present 2019.   
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3 Theoretical Framework 

Given that the Sweden Democrats party belongs to the radical right populist party-

family (Loxbo 2019, Mudde 2007) hence, the theoretical background of my study 

will be based on the core ideologies of the radical right populist party-family based 

on Case Mudde’s definition of radical right populism. It is worth to note that 

nativism, authoritarianism and populism are not defined only based on Mudde’s 

definitions of these ideologies; instead I have referred to several scientists to attain 

broader and better definitions. When it comes to the liberal values, it is important to 

mention that, I have presented them under the titles of nativism, authoritarianism 

and populism where I present the liberals’ view concerning all the values presented 

in the nativism, authoritarianism and populism ideologies respectively.   

Scholars argue that the concept of ideology is ambiguous; there are 

more than 27 definitions of the concept of ideology (Boréus and Bergström 

2018:134). Hence, defining political ideas and ideology is debatable, due to a 

lack of a clear scientific definition of it. Heywood (2017:10) defines ideology 

as “a more or less coherent set of ideas that provide the basis for organized 

political action, whether this is intended to preserve, modify or overthrow the 

existing system of power”. He then makes it clear that all ideologies offer an 

account of the existing order “the world view”, have a vision of a desired 

future “good society” and explain the political changes that should be done in 

order to reach the desired “good society”(Heywood 2017:10).  

The political scientist, Marie Demker (1993:65), clarifies that a political 

party’s ideology consists of two levels: party doctrine and ideological 

postulates. The party doctrine consists of concrete demands in political life; 

i.e. the party’s verbal statements on general issues. In addition, the doctrine is 

based on a number of postulates which are the basic values and assumptions 

of the party at an abstract level. Demker’s definition of ideology is in 

agreement with Heywood’s explanation of the concept of ideology. Demker 

(1993) makes it clear that ideologies consist of three components: world 

view, strategy and utopia where world view corresponds to the party’s 
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perception of the actual political or/and economic problems; the prevailed 

situations. The strategy corresponds to the solutions i.e. what should be done 

to pursue the utopian society that the party seeks to reach and utopia 

corresponds to the ultimate goal of the party in terms of the individual, 

society and international relations. In my study, I will apply Demker’s 

concept of ideology in order to construct ideal types to study the evolution of 

the ideology of the Sweden Democrats. However, it is important to mention 

that, due to the limitations of this study in terms of time and content utopia is 

excluded as it requires a broader examination of the party programs and/or 

manifestos as a whole. Therefore, I only use the world view and strategy 

components in order to map out Sweden Democrats idea/ideology changes. 

3.1 Radical Right Wing populism 
 

The social scientist, Case Mudde, provides a maximum definition of 

the radical right populism’s ideology which consists of three core ideological 

features: nativism, authoritarianism and populism. He prefers using the term 

nativism instead of nationalism, given that the latter is too broad and 

confusing and it will be difficult to distinguish between moderate nationalism 

and the radical nationalism (Mudde 2007:17).   

3.1.1 Nativism 

Nativism is considered to be the central ideological cornerstone of the 

radical right populist parties (Loxbo, 2019). Mudde (2007:19) defines 

nativism as “an ideology, which holds that states should be inhabited 

exclusively by members of the native group (the nation) and that non -native 

elements (people and ideas) are fundamentally threatening to the 

homogeneous nation-state”. It is based on ethno-nationalism and xenophobia. 

Thus the main idea of this ideology is that there are legitimate people within 

the nation who are defined based on their religion and ethnicity. However, 

according to the political scientist, Hans Georg Betz (2019:112) nativism 
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“appeals to a range of sentiments and ideational constructs, most prominently 

patriotism, nationalism and even racism”. Betz (2019:112) defines nativism 

as an “expressed partiality to the native- born and their culture in preference 

to the foreign- born”. Furthermore, he divides nativism into three different 

facets: economic nativism, welfare chauvinism and symbolic nativism. 

According to Mudde (2007:22) welfare chauvinism “can be understood as a 

nativist vision of the economy”. 

World View: The native people are the only people who should live in a 

nation- state; consequently people of other ethnic or religious affiliation 

especially Muslims and Roma are regarded as threats to the homogeneous 

nation-state ( Loxbo 2019:94, Mudde 2007:22, Rydgren 2005:8). However, 

nonnative can be defined differently; based on ethnic, racial and religious 

differences (Mudde 2007:19). 

Deriving from Betz’ facets of the 1) economic nativism, 2) welfare 

chauvinism and 3) symbolic nativism, the radical right populists’ nativist 

world view includes the following ideas: 

1) Migrants take jobs away from native-born workers, which causes an 

increase of the labor market competition which in its turn lead to 

wage depression and aggravate unemployment (Betz 2019:113).  

2) The mass immigration causes the destruction of the national 

solidarity and endangers the foundation of the welfare state (Elgenius 

& Rydgren 2019, Betz 2019). “Migrants- particularly low skilled 

ones- pay lower taxes while receiving more social benefits/services 

then the native born , resulting in a substantial drain  on the Welfare 

state” (Betz 2019:119).  

3) The increased cultural and religious diversity have a negative impact 

on social trust and unity in the country. Moreover, the most important 

claim is that certain cultures are incompatible with each other, mainly 

Islam. Therefore, Muslim migrant communities cannot be integrated 
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with the European Western values such as democracy, liberty, 

equality, for the reason that “Islam is anti-European religion and/or 

totalitarian ideology that seeks to control every aspect of life and does 

not differentiate between politics, culture and religion, and a religion 

of conquest that seeks to colonize and subjugate Europe” (Betz, 

2019:127).  

Strategy: As a result of all the aforementioned reasons, the radical right 

populists seek to limit immigration, favor deportation and border controls 

(Mudde 2007, Elgenius & Rydgren 2019, Inglehart & Norris 2016). They 

believe in a welfare state that supports the native born people, therefore 

social benefits/services should be prioritized to native people. Moreover they 

focus on the notion of protecting traditional values and historically 

progressed institutional arrangements that define a specific nation’s identity 

and culture (Betz 2019:126). 

3.1.2 Authoritarianism   

The second ideological cornerstone of the radical right populist 

parties is authoritarianism which concerns a demand of strictly ordered 

society with traditional norms and distinct authorities, where violations of 

law and deviated behaviors should severely be punished (Loxbo 2019:95, 

Mudde 2007:23). Hence, at the heart of the authoritarianism lies the notion of 

law and order as well as “punitive conventional moralism” (Mudde 2007:23).  

Loxbo (2019:95) makes it clear that these authoritarian values and nativism 

create the word “right” when defining radical right populist parties. 

According to Norris and Inglehart (2019:71), authoritarians “are generally 

socially conservative, nationalistic, intolerant of deviance and out-groups 

[…] preferring strict laws and rules, and supporting tough, punitive social 

control and authority”.  

World View: Authoritarians have a collective world view of the society 

where traditions and national culture are in danger. People are not able to 
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protect the nation-state and the prevalent rules are tolerant and lenient in 

regards of deviants and out-groups (Norris and Inglehart 2019).  

Strategy: As a solution of the aforementioned problems, it is important to 

ensure strict laws, security against risks of disorder by supporting tough 

punitive authority and value conformity to preserve traditions and national 

culture. Moreover, authoritarians seek to assure loyal obedience for strong 

leaders who aim to protect the nation and to include policies where the state 

must interfere and prevent non-traditional lifestyles by limiting same sex 

marriages, LGBTQ rights, gender equality and abortion (Norris and 

Inglehart, 2019:71-72).   

3.1.3 Populism 

The third ideological cornerstone of the radical right populist parties 

is populism. Defining populism is problematic because it is a broad concept 

(Müller, 2016). Scholars have argued the term for many years; there is no 

universally accepted definition of populism and many scholars still struggle 

to pinpoint the exact causes behind the rise of populism (Mudde & 

Kaltwasser, 2017). However, Mudde (2007:23) makes it clear that he defines 

populism “a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately 

separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups; “the pure people” 

versus “the corrupt elite””. Hence, at the heart of populism lies the notion of 

people who are led by corrupt elite (Loxbo 2019, Müller 2016, Elgenius & 

Rydgren 2017, Taggart 2000). Many scholars agree that the core concepts of 

populism are the people, the elite and the general will (Rydgren and Widfeldt 

2004, Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017, Mudde 2007). 

World View: Society is divided into two; homogeneous and antagonistic 

groups. Populism defines people as “one people” with a common will who 

stand in opposition to the corrupt elite (Müller 2016:31). Thus, populists are 

always anti-establishments. People are sovereign and homogeneous; they 

constitute the actual but silent majority of society that creates the basis of 
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good society (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017). The elites are considered the 

seated politicians, who have monopoly on power and property, who are 

defined as corrupt groups that work against the general will of people. They 

are typically elected politicians, but they can also include state bureaucrats, 

business leaders or representatives of any other dominant group perceived as 

having violated the interests of the people. Furthermore, people are in the 

center of the definition of democracy.   

Strategy: Populists seek to promote a political system that supports the 

general will of people (volonté general du people) this is why they always do 

a distinction between the pure people and the corrupt elite (Mudde and 

Kaltwasser, 2017). They seek to give power to the pure people, value direct 

democracy where people decide; i.e. referendums (Norris & Inglehart 

2019:74). Populists attempt to mobilize people around the populist parties 

i.e. against the cultural elite or powerful institutions, so that they can create a 

link between their leaders and the common people. Accordingly, populists 

often talk about “we, the people or us against them” (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 

2017:19). 

3.2 Liberal Values  
 

Scholars argue that the radical right populist parties are illiberal and 

populism is considered as “illiberal democracy” (Mudde 2004:561, Müller 

2014:484). However, radical right populist parties combine anti-liberal 

policies with several liberal positions in other policy areas in order to attract 

a larger number of votes, succeed in the political arena, become a legitimate 

party and be accepted by the mainstream parties (Moffitt 2017). The core 

principles of liberalism are individualism, freedom, reason, justice, toleration 

and diversity (Heywood 2017).  
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3.2.1  Liberals’ view regarding Nativist values 

Liberals consider nationalism as the origin of conflicts, given that it 

causes the expansion of “us (a community with shared values)” against 

“them (both outgroups and powerful elites being regarded as potential threats 

to socially conservative values)” attitude which is one of the causes of 

xenophobia, discrimination, anti-immigration and islamophobia (Plazek 

2012, Halikiopoulou et al 2013, Norris & Inglehart 2019).   

World View: Liberals do not favor nationalism, hence they want to ensure a 

civic identity not ethnically based. Liberalism favors multiculturalism and 

pluralist diversity. They value a multicultural society, endorsing the 

integration of immigrants and where unity is found in diversity. Furthermore, 

pluralism and diversity are viewed to be rooted in the principle of 

individualism and the assumption that human beings are separate, unique 

creatures. Therefore, diversity and toleration are commonly associated in 

liberal values (Geuss 2002, Heywood 2017, Norris & Inglehart 2019).  

Strategy: For liberals, justice is based upon a notion of equality; the idea that 

human beings are born equal and individuals “should enjoy the same formal 

status within society, particularly in terms of the distribution of rights and 

entitlements” (Heywood 2017:32). Consequently, liberals refuse any social 

advantages that are allowed for some groups and banned for others based on 

several factors such as gender, race, color, religion and social background 

(Heywood 2017:32). They seek to facilitate a multicultural and pluralist 

diversity in society where each person is capable of developing and 

flourishing to the fullness of his or her capabilities (Heywood 2017:26). 

3.2.2 Liberals’ view regarding Authoritarian values 

Norris and Inglehart (2019:73) make it clear that liberal values 

translate into “live and let live policies, minimizing the role of the state and 

society in restricting personal choices, exemplified by laws expanding 

women’s and minority rights, facilitating multicultural diversity, and 
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respecting the principles of social justice, human rights and international 

cooperation”.  Moreover, in liberals’ view “government is necessary to 

secure  an orderly society, but it should be a government that does little or 

nothing more than protect people against threats to their property and safety” 

( Ball, Dagger and O’Neill  2014:81).  

World View: Liberalism suggests that the individual is central to any political 

theory or social explanation. Moreover, liberals advocate freedom; freedom 

of speech, religion, press, association etc. and believe that human beings are 

rational therefore, capable of defining and pursuing their own gains 

(Heywood 2017: 30-31, Norris & Inglehart 2019:78).  

Strategy: Liberals refuse the use of force and aggression (Heywood 

2017:32). For liberals, the state’s function is to protect the freedom of 

individuals and to organize and ensure that agreements are made to 

maximize individual and collective benefits (Ericson 2009:51, Heywood 

2017:35). As a result, liberalism considers that the state should have a 

minimal involvement yet, it should assure a fair tax and welfare system. 

States should only intervene through legislation when a citizen’s act or 

decision affects another citizen negatively. Liberals defend an essential legal 

system based on fair order that ensures all the essential laws are followed 

(Ball, Dagger and O’ Neill 2014:70-73, Plazek 2012:175). Thus liberals 

favor limitation of state power i.e. minimizing the role of the state (Geuss 

2002:323, Norris & Inglehart 2019:73). For liberals, traditional values are set 

to change with the ambition to maximize the freedom of individuals and to 

create a better society for a better future, by changing the prevailing 

traditional values. Therefore, liberals fight for women’s equal rights, LGBTQ 

rights, abortion rights, etc. They attempt to prevent marginalized groups in 

society (Plazek 2012:174, Halldenius 2003:22).  
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3.2.3 Liberals’ view regarding Populist values 

Norris and Inglehart (2019:78) clarify that liberalism value 

representative democracy, pluralistic bargaining and “compromise in the 

legislative process, reducing the dangers of polarization and violent conflict”.   

World View: Liberals have a rational, individualistic world view in which 

individual is at the center of society. Given that human beings are rational, 

hence, liberalism considers that is always up to the individual to decide what 

is good and useful for them. Therefore, freedom is an important value, 

mainly; freedom of oppression from the state is an important issue for 

liberals (Halldenius 2003:114). Liberals believe that maintaining a status quo 

in a society is only beneficial for the social elites who want to increase their 

own power by harming the collective interests. 

Strategy: Liberals seek to promote a system that gives government the 

necessary power to protect individual liberty. One of the state’s functions is 

to protect the freedom of individuals. Thus, liberals value representative 

democracy with protection for individual liberty and equal protection of 

human rights, civil rights etc. 

Deriving from the aforementioned theoretical basis, and using Marie 

Demker’s concept of ideology, I will construct an ideal type framework for 

the analysis of this study.  

4 Method and Material  

4.1 Qualitative Idea analysis  
In order to find out if and how the Sweden Democrats party has 

changed ideologically regarding nativism, authoritarianism and populism 

since its creation in 1988 until present 2019, I will conduct a qualitative idea 

analysis method using ideal types as an analytical tool. 
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According to Kristina Boréus and Göran Bergström (2018:25), idea and 

ideology analyses’ purpose is to describe and classify an ideological content 

within a policy area, public debate or party programs. It is to large extent 

about categorizing and sorting different statements to clarify the underlying 

ideas. It will also help the student or the researcher to study ideological 

changes which is what I aim to do in my study.  

Beckman defines idea analysis as the scientific study of political messages 

(Beckman 2005:12). This method’s focus can be to describe and interpret, 

evaluate the validity and coherence or even to explain the results and origins 

of political messages (Boréus & Bergström 2018:141, Beckman 2005:49-55). 

The idea analysis can differ according to the purpose of the research and 

depending on the focus of enquiry (Beckman 2005). If the purpose of the 

study is to evaluate the validity of the logical reason supporting an argument 

or to show how ideas are related to each other, the context in itself may be of 

lesser importance whereas if the aim of the study is to explain the meaning of 

political messages or the reasons behind these messages then in this case the 

context may be majorly relevant (Beckman 2005).  

In order to fulfill the aim of my study, I employ the descriptive idea 

analysis given that my aim is to describe the ideas that are being examined, 

in order to explore the ideational changes of the Sweden Democrats party 

throughout the years and not to explain the reasons behind the party’s 

ideological evolution. Descriptive idea analysis is sometimes said to mean 

that the researcher “simply explains” a material which is not correct because 

in an idea analysis a researcher draws conclusions about the material 

(Beckman 2005:50). A descriptive idea analysis is therefore more than a 

reproduction of the content of the political message or a summary of the 

empirical material, the purpose is to conduct an analytical reading of political 

messages and uncover meanings rather than criticizing a material, make new 

interpretations and detect messages that are not appeared in the text (Boréus 
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and Bergström 2018:141, Beckman 2005:50-51). Thus, as Boréus and 

Bergström (2018:141) explain, in a descriptive idea analysis, a student or a 

researcher make comparisons between different ideas by describing 

similarities or differences between different ideas at a given point of time. It 

could also be about historical studies, comparing how ideas have changed 

over time (Esaiasson et al, 2017:212, Boréus and Bergström 2018:141). 

Thus, a descriptive idea analysis asks questions such as: what ideas are 

expressed in text? How do these ideas relate to each other? Are there any 

underlying messages in the text? Has there been any change in the ideologies 

over time? (Boréus and Bergström 2018:141)  

Just as in any other type of research, in the idea analysis method the 

researcher must operationalize the central concept i.e. to make the examined 

concept measurable. Hence, the analytical tools are either dimensions or 

ideal types (Beckman 2005, Boréus and Bergström 2018). In my study, I 

avoided to choose dimensions because as Beckman (2005:27) argues 

sometimes it is uncertain whether the chosen dimensions are exhaustive, 

whether all the important components of the ideology are picked up. 

Furthermore, the researcher faces the risk of describing the same aspects with 

two or more different dimensions which could be confusing for the reader 

and make the results difficult to interpret.  

4.1.1 Ideal Type   

The ideal type design seeks to show the essential characteristics of an 

ideology or phenomenon. The purpose of the ideal type design is to merge 

the constituents into a more coherent viewpoint by concentrating on the 

characteristics or ideas that the researcher considers to be important in 

describing the phenomenon (Beckman, 2005). By drawing an ideal type, we 

highlight and isolate the aspects of the phenomenon that are most relevant to 

the research question. Hence, we can then clarify how close or how far from 

the ideal type we place the examined ideas (Boréus and Bergström 2018, 
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Beckman 2005). In order to construct an ideal type, the researcher has to 

define the ideas or ideology to be examined, gather the characteristics of the 

ideologies to create an ideal picture with the most important features. This is 

often formulated based on previous research. It is very common to construct 

several ideal types in a same study to clarify differences or similarities and to 

explore to what extent the examined ideas/ideology has approached or 

distanced themselves from the constructed ideal types (Boréus and 

Bergström 2018:149). However, Beckman explains that the ideal type gives a 

picture of the element that will be investigated, but this picture does not 

represent the exact reality. The ideal type is neither false nor true; it is only 

more or less useful (Beckman 2005:28).  

In my study, in order to explore to what extent the SD’s ideas in regard to 

nativism authoritarianism and populism have changed, I have constructed six 

ideal types for radical right populism and liberalism respectively. The reason 

behind my choice of liberalism is to capture the party’s ideological nuances 

over time and due to the fact that scholars argue that the Sweden Democrats 

adopt different levels of liberal values in several policy areas i.e. they 

reframe their values to the liberal and civic characteristics so that they attract 

a large number of votes, avoid the label of extremism and can be perceived 

as legitimate (Moffitt 2017, Halikiopoulou et al 2013, Elgenius & Rydgren 

2019).  

The ideal types of nativism, authoritarianism and populism are constructed 

based on Marie Demker’s (1993:65) definition of the concept of ideology in 

which she clarifies that an ideology consists of three components: world 

view, strategy and utopia. Firstly, to identify the world view in the party 

programs/manifesto, I have looked for the parts where the party identifies the 

biggest threats of the society, the problems in the prevailed situations and the 

party’s view of how the world is constructed. Secondly, to identify the 

solutions I have looked for the parts where the party presents the solutions 
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for the prevailed problems. When it comes to the utopia, I have avoided 

including it, as I mentioned previously, due to the limitations of this study in 

terms of time and content. 

4.2 Analytical framework  
 

Based on the theoretical framework and using Marie Demker’s concept of ideology 

I have constructed ideal types of nativist, authoritarian and populist values for the 

radical right populism and liberalism respectively.  

4.2.1 Nativism 

 

 Radical right Wing Populist Liberal 

World 

View 

 Nation-state is threatened by 

non-natives and foreign ideas.  

 Mass immigration destroys the 

national solidarity and endangers 

the welfare state 

 Cultural and religious diversity 

have negative impact on the 

unity of the country (Islam and 

other minority communities 

cannot integrate) 

 Ensure a civic 

identity not ethnically 

based 

 Unity is in diversity 

  Multicultural society 

endorsing integration 

of immigrants 

 consider nationalism 

as the origin of 

conflicts 

Strategy  Stop mass-immigration, deport 

the immigrants and control the 

borders 

 Prioritize welfare state that 

supports the native-born 

(prioritize benefits and services 

only to native-born) 

 Toleration 

 Equal distribution of 

rights. Anti-

discrimination 

 Facilitate  

multicultural and 

pluralist diversity 

(racial and ethnic) 
Tabell 1 : Radical right populist and liberals’ views regarding nativist values 

  



 

19(42) 

 

4.2.2 Authoritarianism  

 Radical Right Wing populist Liberal  

World 

View 

 Collective view of society 

 People are unable to secure and 

protect nation-state 

 The current laws are lenient and 

tolerant in regards of deviance 

and out-groups.  

 Individualistic , 

rational  

 People are tolerant and 

liberal 

 The laws have no 

intrinsic value and 

should sometimes be 

interpreted less strictly. 

Strategy  Ensure strict laws and rules 

 Support tough punitive social 

control and authority (violations 

of law and deviated behaviors 

should severely be punished) 

 The state must  prevent non-

traditional lifestyles and values 

(Gay marriages, LGBTQ, 

abortion etc. 

 Fair laws expanding 

women’s and 

minorities rights and 

protection of civil 

liberties 

 Value individuality 

more than collective 

security 

 Self-expression and 

individual self-

regulation 

 Minimize role of state 

 Anti-discrimination, 

Prevent marginalized 

groups  

 No form of lifestyle 

should be favored over 

others.  
Tabell 2: Radical right populist and liberals’ view regarding authoritarian values 

4.2.3 Populism  

 Radical Right Wing Populist  Liberal  

World 

View 

 Society is separated into two; 

homogeneous and antagonistic 

groups: the pure people versus 

the corrupt elites, Anti-

establishment. 

 

 Pure people are sovereign and 

homogeneous 

 Rational,  individual 

self-regulation  

 Individual at the 

center of society 

 Anti-social elites 

 

Strategy  Give power to the “pure people” 

i.e. Direct democracy where 

people decide (referendums) 

 Promote a political system to 

support the general will 

 Mobilize people around the 

populist parties 

 Value representative 

democracy 

 Promote a system that 

gives government the 

necessary power to 

protect individual 

liberty 

Tabell 3: Radical right populist and liberals’ view regarding populist values 
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4.3 Material  
 In order to explore the idea/ideology development of the Sweden 

Democrats party since its creation in 1988 until present 219, I will examine 

the party program and/or the party manifesto. Hence the empirical material 

selected for my study include the party programs from 1989, 1994, 1996, 

1999 as well as the principle programs from 2003, 2005 and 2011. These 

programs are available on sdarkivet.se webpage, where we could find the 

party’s programs of earlier time. Besides these six programs, I will also 

examine their election manifesto from 2014 which is available on the 

Swedish National Data service webpage and the manifesto from 2018 which 

is available on the Sweden Democrats party’s official webpage. The reason 

why I have chosen the manifestos from 2014 and 2018 is that the party did 

not publish any new party programs after 2011.  

 Party programs as materials are relevant in my study, because as 

Mudde (2007:38) argues the party can truly represent itself through its 

official party literature which is also officially agreed upon statements by all 

members of the party. Through their programs, the parties clarify their values 

and positions in policy areas. They proclaim their respective ideologies and 

long-term political goals; they publish their positions and how they interpret 

their policies as well as what they strive to realize in the future.  

 For the theoretical section I have used several books and articles; to 

define the radical right wing populism values I mainly referred to Cas 

Mudde’s book Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe, Jan-Werner 

Muller’s book Vad är populism, Cas Mudde and Cristobal Rovira 

Kaltwasser’s book Populism: A very short introduction. In addition, to define 

the liberal values, I mainly referred to Andrew Heywood’s book Political 

Ideologies, Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart’s book Cultural Backlash and 

Lena Halldenius’ book Liberalism. All the remaining sources; either books 

or articles, are available on Linnaeus University’s databases.  
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4.4 Reliability and Validity 
 Just as in any other idea analysis, the validity of a descriptive 

analysis depends on the clarification of the purpose of the study and choosing 

the appropriate analytical tool that should be used to categorize or sort the 

empirical material (Beckman 2005:49-55, Boréus & Bergström 2018:141). In 

a qualitative study, validity means that the results truthfully reflect the 

phenomena studied and reliability refers to a measurement that provides 

consistent results. Esaiasson et al (2017:58) define validity in the following 

ways: 1) consistency between theoretical definition and operational indicator, 

2) the absence of systematic errors, 3) that we really measure whatever we 

mentioned to be measured. Hence, in order to obtain a valid research these 

three aspects must be implemented in a correct way. Therefore it is important 

to choose an appropriate theoretical concept, analytical tool as well as to 

select relevant materials. In addition, neutrality and objectivity are important 

when interpreting the material because they also determine a study’s validity. 

Hence misinterpretations should be avoided (Boréus & Bergström 

2018:141). To ensure reliability, it is important to construct the ideal types 

clearly and correctly i.e. avoid irrelevant information out of the analytical 

framework, with the aim of allowing other researcher or student replicate the 

study by using the same method, theory and analytical tool and receive the 

same results and conclusions (Boréus & Bergström, 2018). In my study, 

proceeding from Marie Demker’s (1993) definition of ideology with its three 

categories world view, strategy and utopia, I have constructed ideal types of 

nativism, authoritarianism and populism both within radical right populism 

and liberalism. Moreover, reliability is also achieved through transparency in 

the study; therefore I have included direct quotations from the party 

programs and/or manifestos.  
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4.5 Demarcations  
In order to fulfill the aim of this essay and by taking into consideration 

this study’s limitations in terms of time and content, demarcations are 

necessary. 

The reason I have chosen to avoid a quantitative method in this study is 

that the latter focuses on counting and classifying features with the aim of 

generalizing results. This method usually pertains to larger populations and 

materials which is not suitable for my study. Therefore, to attain deep 

insights, to read in between the lines and interpret the party programs 

correctly I have conducted a qualitative method to provide a better 

understanding. When it comes to the ideologies, in order to map out 

idea/ideological changes it is possible to choose several ideologies such as 

conservatism or socialism and construct more ideal types in order to 

distinguish more ideological nuances however, due to the main purpose of 

this study and in order to find out whether the Sweden Democrats have 

shifted their ideas through more normal and liberal values, I have chosen to 

focus on the radical right wing populism and liberalism. There are many 

aspects of radical right wing populism that could be examined; however I 

have chosen to include nativism, authoritarianism and populism based on 

Cas Mudde’s definition of the core ideologies of the radical right wing 

populist parties such as the Sweden Democrats party.  

Moreover, the reason I chose to use primary sources as an empirical 

material is that the latter is more credible than secondary sources, since 

secondary sources can always be suspected to negatively distort the image of 

a party and being that these kinds of materials can be subjective and 

expressed from a personal point of view. Therefore, I have avoided including 

debates, articles or interviews from or about the party’s ideologies because as 

Mudde (2007:38) clarifies; interviews and official speeches catch only the 
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“front stage” of a party which is “generally trying to be a socially acceptable 

picture”. 

5 Analysis  

5.1 Nativism: Change and Continuity 

5.1.1 World View  

In the earlier party programs of the Sweden democrats - that is 

programs from1989 to 2005-the nativist world view has mainly been 

constant, characterized explicitly by radical right populist’s nativist values 

such as anti-multiculturalism, anti-immigration, xenophobia and the notion 

of various threats endangering the nation-state’s homogeneity. The party 

believed that Sweden has generally been a culturally and ethnically 

homogeneous nation-state with an ideal and strong welfare system. However, 

due to the increasing number of immigrants that came from outside of 

Europe, Sweden’s national identity, internal security and the welfare system 

have been threatened. Hence, the mass immigration has caused new 

economic and social difficulties and multiculturalism has led to conflicts and 

disharmony. The following quotes show the party’s ideas opposing 

multiculturalism, immigration and presenting the various threats. Noteworthy 

is how the party ties Sweden’s homogeneity to race. 

“Sweden has been a welfare state that we could be proud of. Sweden was an idyllic 

model country for other countries to watch out for. We, Swedes, lived in a happy 

homogeneous country, not only racially but also in many aspects. This was the base 

of our strength and the opportunity to democratic Sweden. However all this failed 

when the Social Democrats favored ´international solidarity’ and opened borders to 

immigrants and political refugees which in its turn has led to insoluble immigrant 

problems; increased violence and crime as well as, it has led to deteriorate the 

United Swedish nation by favoring this fraudulent utopia of multilingual and 

multicultural society” (SD 1989: 1-2).  
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“The conditions for welfare and economic growth have undermined” (SD1994:3). 

“We believe that ethnically and culturally homogeneous nation has greater 

conditions to achieve developments than a multicultural heterogeneous state. 

History shows common roots strengthens national unity and contributes to stability 

and justice” (SD 1989:3, 1994:4).  

 

“The most important factor in a secure, harmonious and solid society is the 

common identity, which in its turn requires a high degree of ethnic and cultural 

equality among the population” (SD 2003:4, 2005:5).  

 

Beside the aforementioned threats, Sweden Democrats perceive mainly Islam 

as an internal threat to the Swedish nation claiming that its religious 

conceptions differ completely from the Swedish culture and Christianity 

hence, it is incompatible with the Swedish identity.  

“Our millennial Christian history and all our old beautiful churches motivate that 

the state retains its old relation with the Swedish Church. Islam is not just a 

religious act, but it also has social and political ambitions that we do not see as 

desirable in Sweden. Unacceptable for us, for example, are the view of women and 

the view of animals found in Islam. Mosques and minarets are symbols of these 

unwanted views” (SD1996:6, 1999:6). 

In the later programs- starting from 2011-the notions of anti-immigration, 

various threats and the national identity are prevalent. However, the party has 

switched its focus from ethnicity to an emphasis on culture and the cultural 

differences. Hence, the Sweden Democrats party has distanced itself from 

racist tendencies. The party has started to advocate a “country with a strong 

interior cohesion and solidarity, built on a common identity” (SD 2014:3). 

Culturally common nation state; in which their definition of the nation is 

described in terms of common language, shared identity, loyalty and culture 

(SD 2011:13). 
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“In our opinion, a member of Swedish nation can either be born in Sweden or has 

actively chosen to enter it later in life. As assimilated to the Swedish nation, we 

count those with non-Swedish background who speak fluent Swedish, perceive 

himself as Swedish, live in in accordance with Swedish culture, Swedish history and 

feel more loyalty to the Swedish nation than any other nation” (SD 2011:15).  

Moreover, in their later manifestos of 2014 and 2018, the notion of Islam as a 

main threat of the nation-state’s cohesion is absent, yet the party still 

advocates protecting the churches and “implement a national care strategy 

for Sweden churches” (SD 2018:25). Even though the party still believes that 

“Sweden is today a divided country, divided between immigrants and 

Swedes” (SD2018:5) and that “a very high asylum has divided society, 

increased segregation and eroded welfare” (SD 2018:6). However, the 

rhetoric about anti-immigration, counter multiculturalism and the threats has 

toned down in their later programs.  

5.1.2 Strategy 

The strategy corresponds to the party’s solutions of the various perceived 

threats from the world view (Demker 1993:65). Considering that immigrants 

threatened the Swedish internal security, national identity and even the 

welfare system, the Sweden Democrats, during the earlier periods, demanded 

an enforced repatriation of all immigrants that have entered Sweden after 

1970 claiming that they do not adapt to Swedish nation and society; 

“The Swedish Democrats want to stop all immigration of people from ethnically 

distant cultures. Large resources must be devoted to create the conditions for those 

who have come to our country after 1970 to return to their respective countries in 

the near future. No regard should be paid for the citizenship issued previously” 

(SD1994:10, SD 1996:12). 

“People should live where they have a chance to create a national identity. 

Therefore, we should mainly receive refugees and immigrants from Northern 

Europe who are the best ethnically and culturally able to fit into Swedish society” 

(SD1994:10- 11). 
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“There are two possible Solutions for immigration problems; either repatriation or 

assimilation” (SD 2003:6).  

Moreover, given the fact that Islam is perceived as a main threat to nation’s 

security and cohesion, hence during the earlier periods, the party rejected all 

mosques on the Swedish lands;  

“No mosques are allowed to exist on Swedish land. International experience 

shows that mosques can be a reunion place for terrorism and religious 

involvement in political life.”(SD 1996:6, SD 1999:6).  

However, starting 2003 noteworthy is the elimination of the notions about 

mosques. Yet, the party’s view concerning Islam being a threat to Swedish 

nation is still continuing in their later programs/manifesto (SD 2011:27, 

2014:21).  

A key example of the de-radicalization is the abolition of the demand of 

enforced repatriation of all immigrants. Starting 2011 there are no ideas of 

deportation in the Sweden Democrats programs or manifesto. Instead, they 

express themselves as follows: 

“Sweden has experienced a number of immigration waves over the centuries…In 

recent times it has been an extremely extensive immigration from distant lands and 

cultures. However, they couldn’t adapt and contribute to Swedish society. The 

overall effect of mass immigration from distant countries is strongly negative, both 

economically and socially. The Swedish Democrats do not oppose immigration, but 

believe that immigration must be kept at such a level and be of such a nature that it 

does not pose a threat to our national identity or to the welfare of our country and 

security. Refugee immigration should be limited to a smaller number of refugees 

who meets the requirements of the UN Refugee Convention” (SD 2011:23).  

“Refugee policy shall primarily focus on helping refugees on the spot, in the crisis 

areas. This means that we can help significantly more refugees for the same amount 

money compared to when large groups of refugees are living in Sweden” (SD 

2011:23). 
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“A return to the assimilation policy that existed until the mid-1970s, which means 

that it is the immigrants are the ones who have to adapt to Sweden and not vice 

versa” (SD 2014:7).   

To conclude, when examining the party programs and manifesto from 1988 

to 2019, it is clear that the nativist world view has had constant and changed 

values. Continuity in the ideas of preserving a homogeneous nation-state, 

internal cohesion and the notion of immigrants threatening Sweden, 

however, in the latest manifesto/programs they are expressed in a much more 

moderate way. The major change in nativist world view is regarding race and 

religion; in the earlier programs (1989 to 2005), the party emphasized on an 

ethnically and culturally homogeneous state that has been threatened by 

immigrants who caused economic and social problems. They mainly 

perceived Islam threatening Sweden’s internal security and nation. Starting 

2011 the party has distanced itself from racist tendencies and the focus has 

shifted to nationalism and common identity. Furthermore, the nativist 

strategy has had major changes; during the earlier programs, the party 

demanded an enforced repatriation of immigrants who came to Sweden after 

1970 and the elimination of mosques. However, starting 2011, instead of 

deporting people with foreign background, the focus has shifted to limit 

immigration and change the pursued immigration policies. These changes are 

in line with normalizing their values.  

5.2 Authoritarianism: Change and Continuity 

5.2.1 World View  

Law and order are emphasized in all Sweden Democrats party programs and 

manifesto starting 1988 to 2018, the party believes that the state’s duty 

includes ensuring law and order, protecting the nation from various threats. 

However, in the earlier programs the authoritarian world view has been 

focused on the notion of lenient and tolerant laws towards deviances, out-

groups and traditional values by criticizing the pursued policies; 
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“Criminality has increased significantly, especially serious crimes, which is a clear 

sign of failed policy and the absence of effective actions to fix this problem. Through 

moral decay, uncontrolled immigration and soft punishments for criminality, 

Sweden has become a gathering place for international units and criminals. Drug 

dealers and terrorists have been able to settle here and tax payers have been forced 

to pay their living. Killers and criminals have been able to go out in full freedom 

after a short time which is an evidence of permissive criminal policy.” (SD 1989:2, 

1994:3-4, 1996:4, 1999:2).  

“Those who have governed Sweden, have through their politics contributed to the 

dissolution of ethical and moral principles. The result has included high crimes, 

divorces, abortion and a low Swedish nativity.” (SD 1999:2).  

Starting 2011, the rhetoric of protecting traditional lifestyles and values has 

toned down. Yet, the party still believes that the nation’s security has been 

jeopardized, criminality is increasing and the state is the protector;  

“Our country is not doing well. Women, children and the elderly hesitate to go out 

alone at the same time brutal civil war is fought between rival suburban 

gangs…Current and former governments have seriously damaged the confidence of 

the judiciary” (SD 2018:5).  

5.2.2 Strategy 

In order to ensure security and protect the nation-state, Sweden Democrats 

believe in strict laws and rules as well as harsher punishments for deviated 

behaviors. The party’s demand of strict law and order is constant in all their 

programs/manifesto however, the rhetoric has toned down and the only 

change is the notion of death penalty which is absent in their later programs. 

The following quotes show their various demands throughout the years with 

different rhetoric and the absence of death penalty in the later programs 

where the emphasis has switched to adopt harsh punishments.    

“Particular serious crimes may in some cases lead to the death penalty. However, 

this penalty should be imposed restrictively and with very high proof. Examples of 
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crimes that can lead to the death penalty are: intentional murder, murdering 

children or elderly and treason” (SD 1994:13).  

“A tough penalty for serious and repeated crimes, including the introduction of life 

imprisonment without possibility of  pardon for the most dangerous criminals, 

mandatory expulsion of all foreign nationals committing serious crimes and an 

immediate abolition of current practice in which the courts routinely provide 

recidivists with numerous reduction on crime punishments” (SD 2014:5).  

“Introduce compulsory deportation of criminal aliens and the possibility of recall 

citizenship in the case of terrorist offenses…Victims of crime should receive support 

and redress while the criminals must receive a punishment in reasonable measures 

according to the seriousness of the crime” (SD 2018:8-9).  

When it comes to the traditional values and lifestyles, in their earlier 

programs- that is from 1988 to 2003-Sweden Democrats believed that 

nuclear family constitutes the fundamental unit of the nation and the state is 

responsible to protect the family from fragmentation and disruption. The 

party opposed abortion, gender equality and homosexuality as it is shown in 

the following quotes; 

“Abortion is unacceptable… Sweden Democrats strive to ensure a policy to prevent 

abortion”(SD 1989:9,1994:11). 

“Men and women are not created equal and can therefore in different contexts do 

different things in different ways. Men and women complement each other, and 

therefore, the right of all children to a mother and father is essential”(SD 2003:8).  

“The glorification of the gay lifestyle within mass media creates unhealthy 

reference frames for young people who are building up their adult identity”(SD 

1996:9).  

“Registered partnerships for homosexuals should not be allowed…the special 

inheritance rules that apply to those in heterosexual and the monogamous basis 

formed families do not apply to gay couples… Gay couples should not be allowed to 

adopt children”(SD 1996:9).  
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The major changes in authoritarian strategy have been the de-radicalization 

of the aforementioned traditional values and lifestyles. The party has 

normalized and shifted its views through more liberal values. Since 2005, the 

party programs started explicitly support the UN declaration of human rights 

and disown any discrimination based on gender, politics, religion or 

ethnicity. Their focus has switched to protect women and minorities’ rights 

such as LGBT (SD 2014:17), equality between men and women. Yet, they 

still prefer a nuclear family, but they do not prohibit other kind of families. 

Moreover the previous prohibitions of abortion have been faded instead; the 

focus has been on increasing paternity benefits, child-care allowances and 

providing families with free family consultations (SD 2014: 14/17).  The 

following quotes show the party’s normalized values; favoring equality, 

protection of women and LGBT rights, liberal lifestyles, personal freedom and 

freedom of expression;  

“Essential for us is also the UN Declaration on Human Freedoms and Rights. The 

party takes strong distance from discrimination against people based on gender, 

religious and political belonging or ethnic background” (SD 2005:4).  

“The Swedish Democrats see freedom of speech as a cornerstone of Swedish 

cultural policy” (SD 2018:25).  

“Same-sex couples’ marriage and child adoption should be up to religious 

congregations who decide whether these acts are allowed” (SD 2011:25).    

“The Swedish Democrats see the nuclear family as the best way of living together 

that provides best conditions to give children a stable and safe upbringing. 

However, life in the nuclear family does not suit everyone, so we strive to provide 

full community service to all types of families that include children” (SD 2018:14).  

“For Sweden Democrats gender equality policy is important…in order to solve 

problems, create opportunities and improve living conditions regardless of gender 

roles” (SD 2018:18).   
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“Increased support for the country's women's safety, the establishment of special 

shelters for victims of violence and… special on-call services for other groups such 

as LGBT people” (SD 2014:17) 

To conclude, the authoritarian world view has been mainly constant in terms 

of the notions of the internal insecurity and increased criminality, the state as 

the main protector of the nation. The only difference has been the idea of 

state’s role in protecting the traditional lifestyles and values such as abortion, 

divorce, nuclear family etc. When it comes to the authoritarian strategy; 

major changes are found throughout the years. In the earlier programs the 

party was against abortion, gender equality, and same-sex marriages. In 

addition, they favored death penalty. However, starting 2005, the ideological 

platform has undergone a transformation by affirming the UN declaration of 

Human Rights. Hence the party discarded any discrimination based on 

gender, religion, ethnicity and politics. They have started to emphasize on the 

importance of gender equality, protecting women and LGBT rights. In 

addition, the ideas of prohibiting abortion are faded and the same-sex 

marriage and child adoption is not the state’s responsibility anymore, but the 

religious institutions.  

5.3 Populism: Change and Continuity 

5.3.1 World View  

In their earlier programs- from 1989 to 1999- Sweden Democrats’ populist 

world view has been constant. The party believed that society is divided into 

“pure people” and “corrupt elite” (Mudde 2007) claiming that the sitting 

politicians, the other parties or even media establishment are grouped 

together and formed “corrupt elites” who are undemocratic in their 

negligence of Sweden Democrats’ party and its policies. “The corrupt elites” 

are driven by their own interests rather than listening to the general will of 

people (SD 1994:3); they are violating the interests of people. Moreover, 
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these politicians are spreading hate campaigns through media to influence 

people. The following quotes show the party’s populist world view; 

“Swedish bureaucracy, which is often both inefficient and cost-effective, has grown 

and received inacceptable proportions...Larger amounts of money have been used 

for meaningless projects both nationally and internationally” (SD 1989:2). 

“TV and media’s monopoly has not operated well; they have spread inaccurate 

information to citizens” (SD 1989:14).  

“Over time the political system has become easier to exploit and profit from. 

Bribery and corruption has appeared…disqualified people have reached higher 

positions as a result of being a certain political parties’ members” (SD 1989:2-3, 

1994:3, 1996:2).  

“The lack of freedom of expression has been most evident in the politicians and the 

media's intolerant hate campaigns against all parties and organizations and 

individuals who dared to question the current immigration policy. These campaigns 

have gone so far that freedom of speech is in serious danger.” (SD 1994:3, 1996:2) 

Starting 2003 the party still describes political failures however; politicians 

are no longer defined corrupt, instead the party expresses its populist world 

view as follows;  

“Several governments have for a long time allowed the social problems arise…For 

decades, Sweden's migration policy has been handled in an irresponsible and 

ignorant way, with serious consequences for Swedish society” (SD 2018:5-6). 

“Unfortunately, we think that the governing politicians, through their fragmented 

policy and their wrong priorities, have in the last decades made Sweden little less 

nice and little less fantastic for each year” (SD 2014:1). 

5.3.2 Strategy  

The populist strategy has been constant. The party acknowledges the classic 

definition of democracy, the majority rule, the rule of law, individuals’ right 

to freedom of expression, press etc. They strive to empower people through 
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direct democracy. Hence they support referendums, claiming that important 

decisions should not be taken without the consent of people. The following 

quotes show the party’s ideational continuity favoring direct democracy i.e. 

referendums; 

“The Swedish Democrats advocate a classic model of democracy, with elements of 

direct democracy, where all citizens have the same rights and obligations. All power 

must be based on people” (SD 2003:9).  

“We also advocate direct democracy and we favor ourselves to decisive 

referendums at local, regional and national levels.” (SD 1989:3, 2011:6)  

“Referendums give the whole people the opportunity to express their will and show 

the widest possible political support for important policy decisions.” (SD 1994:4, 

2018:25) 

To conclude, Sweden Democrats populist world view has been constant 

throughout the years. The party emphasized on the notion of “corrupt elite” 

against “pure people” blaming the elites for violating the general will and the 

interests of people. However, starting 2003, the rhetoric has toned down 

hence; the elites are not defined as corrupt. When it comes to the strategy, the 

party strives to give power to “pure people” through direct democracy i.e. 

referendums, claiming that decisions should not be taken without the consent 

of people. 

5.4 Discussions 
After examining the party programs and manifesto of the Sweden 

Democrats party, since its creation in 1988 until present 2019, it has been 

clear that the party has had ideational changes throughout the years. Sweden 

Democrats have attempted to normalize their ideas, values and adopted 

different level of liberal values in specific policy areas in order to avoid the 

label of extremism and be perceived as legitimate, which contributed to the 

party’s success by attracting a large number of voters (Moffitt 2017, 

Halikiopoulou et al 2013).  



 

34(42) 

 

Regarding nativism, the party’s nativist world view has had constant 

and changed values. The party has always strived to preserve a homogeneous 

nation-state, increase internal cohesion and limit immigration which are 

typical nativist values of radical right wing populist parties (Mudde 2007). 

However, the major example of de-radicalization in the nativist world view is 

that the party distanced itself from racist tendencies; instead the focus has 

shifted to the notion of protecting a common identity. Furthermore, the 

nativist strategy has had major changes throughout the years; abstaining from 

their radical values i.e. their demand of enforced repatriation of the 

immigrants, starting 2011, the party has focused on the notion of finding the 

best way to limit immigration, and criticized the pursued immigration policy. 

Hence, these ideational changes are in line with normalizing their values 

(Loxbo 2019).  

Regarding authoritarianism, the party’s world view has had constant 

ideas, in line with the radical right populists’ belief of a state as the only 

protector of the nation-state and traditional values against risks of disorder 

and deviances, by considering that internal security is threatened because of 

lenient rules and laws (Norris and Inglehart 2019). The only change in the 

authoritarian world view is that, in the later programs the rhetoric of 

protecting traditional lifestyles and values toned down. When it comes to the 

authoritarian strategy, it is explicitly characterized by major changes and 

shifts towards liberal values. Although the party’s belief in strict laws and 

rules as well as harsher punishments is constant however, the major example 

of de-radicalization has been in Sweden Democrats’ view of traditional 

lifestyles and values. Starting 2005, by supporting the UN declaration of 

human rights, the party disowned any discrimination based on gender, 

politics, religion or ethnicity. Thus, these ideas are in line with liberal notions 

of equality and anti-discriminative values that seek to respect social justice 

and human rights (Norris and Inglehart 2019:73). Moreover, by distancing 
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themselves from their radical demands and ideas such as death penalty, 

opposing same-sex marriages, gender equality and gay lifestyles, Sweden 

Democrats have normalized their authoritarian strategy by focusing on the 

protection of women and minorities’ rights such as LGBT, consequently they 

have eliminated their demands of prohibitions such as abortion, same-sex 

marriages instead they switched their focus on increasing paternity benefits, 

child care allowance and arranging on-call helping services. These changes 

are notably in line with the liberal notions of toleration, gender equality, 

expansion of women and LGBTQ’s equal rights and abortion choices as well 

as favoring liberal lifestyles (Plazek 2012, Halldenius 2003).  

Noteworthy is that Sweden Democrats’ authoritarian world view has 

mainly been constant but the strategy has extremely shifted towards liberal 

values. This means that even though the party still has a same world view 

however, they reframed their strategy by distancing themselves from 

previously advocated radical ideas and extreme values, such as death penalty 

and various prohibitions, so that the party could be perceived as legitimate 

and broaden its electoral base as well as maintain a core of loyal activists 

(Widfeldt 2008, Moffitt 2017).  

When it comes to the populist values, the world view has mainly been 

constant. The Sweden Democrats party, ever since its creation in 1988, 

believed that other parties and the established media grouped together 

formed an “elite”. In addition, the party has always emphasized on 

describing the political failures that are caused by the pursued unsuitable 

policies. Hence, they criticize the sitting politicians and other parties 

claiming that they are driven by their own interests rather than the general 

will of people. The only change in the populist world view is the rhetoric. 

During the earlier programs- that is from 1989 to 1999- the elites were 

described as “corrupt elites” however, starting 2003, this terminology is 

absent instead, the party continues to blame and criticize the sitting 
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politicians in a toned down rhetoric. Furthermore, the populist strategy is 

also characterized by continuity. Since its creation, the party strives to 

empower people through direct democracy; referendums where people 

decide over certain policies and decisions. This is a typical populist value 

that seeks to promote direct democracy to support the general will of people 

(Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017).  

It is notable that the main ideational changes regarding nativism and 

authoritarianism respectively are related to racism, death penalty, 

discrimination based on gender, religion, ethnicity and politics as well as the 

various kinds of prohibitions. Based on Mudde (2010:1180-81) and 

Widfeldt’s (2008:265) argument of the importance of the supply side factors 

i.e. the party’s ideology, Sweden Democrats have supplied values that meet 

the demand of the voters. In a country, such as Sweden, where respect for 

human rights, gender equality and anti-discrimination is fundamental, 

advocating extreme values such as death penalty, prohibitions of abortion, 

homosexuality and same-sex marriages would impact the party negatively 

i.e. would not attract a larger number of votes. Therefore, the party distanced 

itself from these radical ideas and normalized its values by advocating liberal 

values to broaden its appeal because, as argued by Halikiopoulou et al 

(2013:111), “voters are more likely to support a radical right party if they 

perceive it as normal or legitimate which at least in part means democratic, 

effective and in line with baseline national values”.  
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The Results are illustrated in the table below: 

 World View  Strategy  

Nativism  Change  Change  

Authoritarianism  Mainly continuity Change  

Populism  Continuity  Continuity 

Tabell 4: Ideational Changes and continuity 

6 Conclusion  

The aim of this study was to explore the idea/ideology evolution of 

Sweden Democrats since its creation in 1988 until present 2019; to find out if 

the core ideologies, that are nativism, authoritarianism and populism, as 

expressed in their party programs respectively electoral manifestos, are 

characterized by continuity or by normalization, and adaptation to liberal 

values. 

By examining the party programs and manifestos, it has been clear that 

Sweden Democrats have had ideational changes throughout the years. 

Firstly, regarding nativism, the nativist world view and strategy are 

characterized by changes. The party has distanced itself from racist 

tendencies and extreme demand of the enforced repatriation of the 

immigrants instead; they have normalized their values by focusing on 

criticizing the pursued policies and to find a way to limit immigration. 

Secondly, regarding authoritarianism, the world view has mainly been 

constant with the party’s belief of the state’s role in protecting nation-state by 

ensuring law and order. When it comes to the strategy, it has had major 

changes and shifts through liberal values; the party has abandoned its radical 

ideas such as death penalty, opposing gender equality, same-sex marriages, 

gay lifestyles etc. instead, they have adopted liberal values of gender 

equality, protection of women and LGBTQ rights, favoring individual 

freedom. Thirdly, regarding populism, both the world view and strategy have 
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been constant over the years; Sweden Democrats have always considered the 

other parties and the established media grouped together forming the “elites”, 

work against the general will of people. The only change regarding populism 

has been the rhetoric that has toned down; the elites were not described as 

corrupt in the later programs. 

The results of this study have shown that the party has had ideational 

changes regarding nativism and authoritarianism. Over the years, the party 

abandons its previous extreme ideas and become soft on its original issues. 

Thus, as argued by Halikiopoulou et al (2013) and Moffitt (2017) Sweden 

Democrats, have adopted different levels of liberal values in order to survive 

and succeed in the political system; they have reframed their values, tailored 

their discourse to the liberal and civic characteristics so that they attract a 

large number of votes, avoid the label of extremism and can be perceived as 

legitimate. 

6.1 Future Research  
This study gives us a clear idea about Sweden Democrats’ 

idea/ideology changes regarding nativism, authoritarianism and populism. In 

order to get a better understanding of the party’s idea/ideology evolution 

over time, future research can be done with more developed theory and 

analysis where several aspects and other policy areas can be examined such 

as the party’s view of economy, European Union etc. to get a holistic insight 

of the ideology development of the Sweden Democrats party over time.  
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