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The rise of the far-right poses a pressing challenge to democratic politics and the

democratization of political participation in Western Europe. This paper addresses this

issue in the Scandinavian context, examining the importance of welfare chauvinism

and gendered citizenship claims in the political rhetoric of the far-right. In so doing,

we contribute to a need to examine closely the interplay between gender, citizenship,

and welfare politics and the rise of exclusionary and anti-democratic politics. The paper

draws on an examination of the party platforms of the three principle far-right-wing parties

currently active in Scandinavia: the Danish People’s Party, the Norwegian Progress

Party, and the Sweden Democrats as well as descriptive statistics on ethnonationalist

tendencies among the Scandinavian populations in recent years, retrieved from the

International Social Survey Programme’s (ISSP) 2013 survey on nationalism. We

conclude that the far-right in Scandinavia uses gender and ethno-nationalist claims to

simultaneously valorize and challenge egalitarianism in the welfare state while also shoring

up exclusionary and anti-democratic claims to citizenship and belonging in the Nordic

welfare state.
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INTRODUCTION

The rise of the far-right poses a pressing challenge to democratic politics and the democratization
of political participation in Western Europe. This paper addresses this issue in the Scandinavian
context, examining the importance of welfare chauvinism and gendered citizenship claims in
driving support for the far-right. In this we contribute to a need to examine closely the interplay
between gender, citizenship, and welfare politics and the rise of exclusionary and anti-democratic
politics.

There are many recent signs pointing to a resurgence of far-right nationalist politics in Europe
(Roodujin, 2015). Far-right parties have had a strong showing in recent elections all across Europe,
including inHungary, Germany, Greece, and France (NewYork Times, 2016; Kirk and Scott, 2017).
This trend is also apparent in the Nordic countries: in the recent Swedish elections, the far-right
Sweden Democrats won 17.6% of the vote, up from 12.9% in 2014. The failure of the incumbent
Red-Green coalition (the Greens, Social Democrats, and the Left party) to secure a majority,
combined with poor showing from the other moderate parties, means that the Sweden Democrats
will likely play a disproportionate role in the formation of the new government (Mudde, 2018).
Sweden is not unique among the Nordic welfare states in having a strong far-right presence; both
the Norwegian Progress Party and Danish People’s Party are well-established in their respective
political systems, and have significant parliamentary representation (Coman, 2015).
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The rise of the far-right in Scandinavia represents a
conundrum for scholars examining the resurgence of xenophobia
and nationalism in Europe. Despite the rich literature produced
on the subject, there is little consensus on what allows for far-
right parties to take root and thrive in any particular political
and socio-economic context. Scholarship on continental Europe
has mainly focused on Western Europe, where far-right political
parties have had an established foothold in politics for some time
(Betz, 1994; Swyngedouw and Ivaldi, 2001; Mudde, 2007) and
are thought to be rooted in the interaction between higher levels
of unemployment and high levels of immigration, particularly
immigration of unskilled workers from the Global South (Golder,
2003). In Southern Europe, the recent success of the Golden
Dawn in Greece as well as the Northern League in Italy has
led scholars to examine the links between recessions, austerity
policies, and the rise of anti-immigrant and Eurosceptic parties
(Ellinas, 2013; Vieten and Poynting, 2016). In this, in spite
of different histories and different contexts, researchers have
identified common threads of ethnonationalist xenophobia and
antiestablishment populism running through the European far-
right (Rydgren, 2007; Moffitt, 2015; Vieten and Poynting, 2016).

How do these explanations play out in understanding
movements like the Sweden Democrats, the Norwegian Progress
Party and the Danish People’s Party? Scandinavia, with its low
unemployment and moderate levels of immigration, seems to
lack the structural conditions that support the growth of the far-
right in other parts of Europe. In addition, with the exception
of Iceland, Scandinavia emerged relatively unscathed from the
2008 global recession in terms of its social welfare system and
social programs, suggesting also that arguments around social
polarization and austerity require some nuance (Einhorn and
Logue, 2010; Finseraas and Vernby, 2011). Clearly, economistic
and structural explanations are not adequate for understanding
why far-right movements gain foothold in the Nordic welfare
state.

In this paper, we argue that understanding the rise of the
far-right in the Nordic welfare states requires attention to the
interplay of gender with ethnonationalist politics within the
specific context of a cradle-to-grave welfare state. In particular,
we point to the gendered dynamics and subtexts of right-
wing politics and claimsmaking, as well as to conceptions of
citizenship. Among other things, these conceptions position
the Scandinavian welfare state as a zero-sum social good that
cannot be shared with outsiders, while at the same time framing
outsiders as risks to the social contract that has created the
welfare state. In this we contribute to a small literature outlining
the importance of examining the gendered dimensions of far-
right politics in Europe (Vieten, 2016). In addition, this paper
contributes to understanding the complex pathways through
which right-wing politics can take hold by examining how a
strong inclusionary welfare state can provide the context for the
emergence of exclusionary politics.

As we argue below, gender is inextricable from these processes.
Gendered politics signal the difference between insiders and
outsiders (i.e., the gender egalitarianism of the Nordic welfare
state that needs to be safeguarded against the influence of
immigrants); in other words, gendered politics and gendered

meanings provide resonance and content for nativist framings of
belonging in Scandinavia (Siim and Meret, 2016). In particular,
gendered citizenship—drawing on notions of egalitarianism,
social support for families, and high economic participation
of women—becomes inflected with ethno-nationalism in the
perpetuation of a kind of welfare state chauvinism (Siim,
2008; Lister, 2009). We begin with an overview of our key
concepts: gendered citizenship and welfare state chauvinism. We
then move on to a discussion of the far-right in Scandinavia,
and the prevalence of ethnonationalist tendencies among the
Scandinavian populations. We finish with an analysis of the party
platforms of the Danish People’s Party, the Norwegian Progress
Party, and the Sweden Democrats, and a discussion of how these
parties are working to rewrite citizen subjectivities within the
welfare state.

DATA AND METHODS

The data in this paper are drawn from an examination of the
party platforms of the three principle far-right-wing parties
currently active in Scandinavia: the Danish People’s Party, the
Norwegian Progress Party, and the Sweden Democrats. The
websites for these three parties were reviewed in detail in
order to gather an overall understanding of their various social
and fiscal policy positions. All three parties post platform
information on their website in English, and in their respective
languages; analysis of material in both languages was included.
An understanding of texts as discourse moves us past a reading
of the texts as existing in a vacuum and allows for situating
the texts within their social and political contexts, granting
insight into both the language and the meaning of the text. In
this way, discourse analysis allows for the study of both the
underlying structures and ideologies of the text (Dijk, 2006).
Understanding the ideologies underlying party platforms is of
key importance, especially given the role played by ideologies
in shaping shared social representations of a group, and, as
such, their positions and actions (Dijk, 2006). To this end, we
conducted a discourse analysis of party materials, working both
to decipher the meanings within those texts, and to situate them
within the larger political projects being undertaken by these
parties.

Besides these qualitative data, we also present some descriptive
statistics on ethnonationalist tendencies among the Scandinavian
populations in recent years. These data were retrieved from
the International Social Survey Programme’s (ISSP) 2013 survey
on nationalism (ISSP Research Group, 2015). The surveys
gather information from a nationally representative sample on
respondents’ understandings of national identity (Brien and
Beck, 2015). Respondents were asked how important certain
characteristics were for being truly [nationality], including
speaking the dominant language, having that country’s ethnic
ancestry, having citizenship, and following the dominant religion,
and being born in the country. Descriptive statistics for these five
questions are presented below. Sample sizes from the 2013 ISSP
surveys were 1,315 fromDenmark, 1,585 fromNorway, and 1,090
from Sweden (Brien and Beck, 2015).
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WELFARE STATE CHAUVINISM

Nationalism is a part of the process of constructing a social-
political entity: the creation of a collective identity from which
a society can be constructed (Breton, 1988). Breton (1988)
identifies four basic components of nationalism as an ideology:
the principles of inclusion or exclusion; a conception of the
“national interest;”comparisons with other groups; and specific
views as to the ways in which the social environment can threaten
or support the group. Scholars draw a distinction between civic
nationalism and ethnonationalism based on modes of inclusion
and exclusion to the national identity category (Fozdar and Low,
2015). Ethnically based conceptions of nationalism arise when
the society and the institutions that are constructed are based
on cultural unity, and the basis for exclusion or inclusion within
that society is ethnic (Breton, 1988; Fozdar and Low, 2015).
Conversely, civic nationalism ties individuals together through
an ideological commitment to civic institutions and government
(Fozdar and Low, 2015). That said, civic nationalism is not
necessarily more inclusive of diversity than ethnonationalism;
rather frameworks can vary in the restrictiveness of their criteria
for membership in a collective identity (Fozdar and Low, 2015).

Given that civic nationalism is not inherently more inclusive
than ethnic nationalism, the discursive framing of “the Other”
plays a significant role in determining the inclusiveness of
national identity, whether determined civically or ethnically
(Fozdar and Low, 2015). Political parties take part in this
discursive work; in order to succeed in the polls and the
legislature, parties must convince voters of their ideology. For
this to be successful, their frameworks must resonate with the
population—discursive work is necessary to ensure that their
frames align with individual understandings and values (Snow
et al., 1986). With ethnonationalism playing such a prominent
role in shaping far-right ideology, one significant task faced
by the far right is to marry nationality and ethnicity in the
minds of the population. Then, “the Other,” or the “outsider,”
becomes defined both ethnically and nationally. That is to say,
far-right parties work both to frame the insider/outsider division
as ethnically based, and to define the national membership
criteria as ethnic. Other scholars studying this issue have drawn
connections between citizenship strategies and conceptions of
citizenship and belonging; in particular, those nations with closed
citizenship regimes tend to conceive of citizenship in ethnic
terms, meaning that these ethnic conceptions of belonging can
have significant legal ramifications (Wodak, 2013).

One way in which the understanding of outsiders as threats
to the well-being of the nation state is practiced is through
welfare chauvinism—“a system of collective social protection
that is restricted to those belonging to the ethnically defined
community who has contributed to it” (Careja et al., 2016, p.
436). One of the key functions of the state is the demarcation
of “the people.” That is, the state is integral in determining who
belongs within its protective borders, and who does not: only
citizens that are recognized by the state are placed within its
care (Mann, 1999; Revi, 2012). Welfare states, in particular, draw
clear boundaries between citizens and non-citizens because of
the wealth of resources being distributed, and the widespread

reach of the state into everyday life. Welfare chauvinism, then,
occurs when outsiders are understood as threats to the well-being
of the people of a welfare state by taking too much of the state
resources—specifically, within this framework of anti-immigrant
sentiment, they are seen as taking more from the state than
they rightfully deserve (Hjorth, 2016). In a context where ethnic
criteria are used to determine national belonging, conceptions
of “ethnic group outsider” and “non-citizen” converge, so that
the rights of citizenship become contingent on ethnonationalist
conceptions of belonging.

The freedom of movement in the EU, and the cross-border
welfare rights that follow it, have challenged and redefined the
traditional relationship between the state and the citizen (Hjorth,
2016). For one, by decoupling the right to social protection
from membership to the national political community, cross-
border welfare rights have weakened the binding ties of solidarity
within territorial nation states (Hjorth, 2016). This has, in
certain cases, triggered concerns about “benefit tourism”—the
notion that EU migrants are crossing borders for the sole
purpose of accessing social services; however, these concerns
tend to be restricted to certain kinds of migrants (Hjorth, 2016).
That is, rather than a simple dichotomy between co-nationals
and foreigners, individuals draw distinctions between different
kinds of migrants, largely relying on stereotypes. In this way,
the understandings of who are deserving recipients of social
protection, and who are not, inherent in welfare chauvinism are
shaped by conceptions of difference. Thus, welfare chauvinism
is a logical outcome of ethnonationalism: when legitimate access
to the services provided by the state is defined ethnically, those
who are understood as outsiders will be seen as accessing state
services rightfully belonging to (ethnic) nationals. Furthermore,
according to Hjorth (2016), welfare chauvinism tends to be
triggered by fears of cultural threat, as well as economic scarcity.

This fear of a cultural threat posed by ethnic outsiders takes on
decidedly gendered dimensions in the West. Families in general,
and women in particular, are often seen as key institutions
in the transmission of culture and tradition. For this reason,
socially conservative policies tend to focus on the protection and
preservation of the family, to the point of using the welfare state
to promote and enshrine the heteronormative family (Sherry
and Ornstein, 2014; Hausermann, 2018; Williams, 2018). Thus,
(perceived) threats to the welfare state often correspond with
(perceived) threats to the family, playing as important a role
as it does in socially conservative ideology. Concerns for the
preservation of the culture, as articulated by far-right and
socially conservative groups, imply a sense of threat from some
group too different. In the case where the nation comes to be
defined ethnically, so too do these threatening differences. In
fact, the concerns about “benefit tourism” common in Western
Europe underscore the importance of perceptions of difference
in evaluations of deservingness in welfare chauvinist ideologies
(Hjorth, 2016). The gendered implications here are clear—
given the responsibility placed on women in racial ideologies
for the maintenance of the racial identity group, they are
particular vulnerable to scrutiny and control. Similarly, families,
as key cultural institutions, are privileged within the welfare
state.
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GENDERED CITIZENSHIP

Building on Marshall’s seminal work on citizenship, we
understand citizenship to be a complex and multi-layered
concept that involves not only the rights that flow from the
legally recognized residence within a particular territory,
but also identities and statuses that accompany those
rights and the processes and actions that realize them
(Marshall, 1950, 1964; Turner, 1990; O’Connor, 1993;
Somers, 1993; Soysal, 2000; Isin and Turner, 2007; Somers
and Roberts, 2008; Isin and Nielsen, 2013). While Marshall
cited universalism as a fundamental attribute of citizenship,
it is clear that citizenship in practice is both particularistic
and differentiated (Soysal, 2000). Birthplace, gender, race
and ethnicity, language, legal status all interplay to create
hierarchies and inequalities between and amongst citizens.
Indeed, citizenship’s potential to create inequalities has received
much more recent scholarly attention than the reverse; in the
European context, inequalities around birthplace, race and
ethnicity have been shown to be associated with significant
“thinning” of citizenship rights, especially for migrants and
immigrants.

That being said, Marshall’s fundamental contribution—that
citizenship and citizenship rights were layered around three
different dimensions of participation and belonging: the political,
the civic, and the social, remains the dominant frame through
which citizenship is analyzed even today. This is particularly
true in terms of scholarship of the Nordic welfare state, which,
beginning with Esping-Andersen (1999) has been fundamentally
framed around Marshall’s interventions. More recent work on
the welfare state, developing in large part as a critique to the
gender blindness of Esping-Andersen’s work, has examined the
gendered frames and subjectivities that constitute citizenship
in all its dimensions (social, civic, and political) (Orloff, 1993;
Sainsbury, 1999; Lister, 2009; Munday, 2009; Kananen, 2016;
Siim and Borchorst, 2017).

Citizenship in the Nordic countries in this literature is
characterized by an assumed embrace of key progressive values,
such as equality, solidarity, and universalism, and of equal
and inclusionary citizenship (Lister, 2009). According to Lister
(2009), this emphasis on equality and solidarity translates into a
model of citizenship that is more focused on the bonds between
citizens than on the bonds between the citizen and the state:
in general terms, the welfare state is viewed positively, and
seen to be an integral part of citizenship. From a gendered
citizenship perspective, the Nordic welfare states have taken
different paths than other nations (notably corporate welfare-
states like France and Germany, or liberal states like the
United Kingdom) in particular through an emphasis on using
policy instruments to support the economic participation of
women in the workforce as well as creating other conditions for
gender equality. More recently, scholars have commented on the
apparent move of the Scandinavian welfare states away from a
“universal breadwinner model” to a “universal care-giver model;”
that is, rather than emphasizing the importance of working for
women, state policies work to support both men and women as
“citizen-earner/carers” (Lister, 2009, p. 249). One example of this

tendency are the “use it or lose it” paternal leave policies common
in Scandinavia.

Recently, scholarly attention to the outcomes of these policy
interventions for gender equality has focused on the resistance
of “glass ceilings” (in terms of career progressions), as well
as income differences and occupational gender segregation to
change. This work has identified persistent inequalities according
to gender as well as family status even in countries that have an
explicit policy emphasis on correcting gender inequality (Siim
and Borchorst, 2017). While recent scholarship has called for an
increased attention to the intersectionalities that might underlie
here, there has been comparatively less attention however to
the role of race relations, and in particular, nativism and
constructions of whiteness, to the politics of citizenship and
inclusion in the Nordic states (Siim and Meret, 2016).

Our interest below is in particular on the interplay of
race, especially whiteness, with gender, in the construction
of citizenship identities within radical right wing parties in
Scandinavia. As (Mulinari and Neergaard, 2014), p. 20) point out,
gender provides a rich resource through which tomobilize ethno-
nationalist capital. Research on the creation of racial identities—
white racial identities included—has pointed to the key role
assigned to women. As (potential) mothers, women are made
to bear responsibility for the continuation of the racial/ethnic
group, so that their bodies are placed under significant control
and scrutiny (Bonnett, 1998). This point is particularly salient
in the Nordic countries, where Nordic identity has become
so enmeshed with a white racial identity so as to be almost
synonymous (Lundström and Teitelbaum, 2017). The hyper-
whiteness embodied by Nordic women has produced a specific
white femininity, one characterized by norms of respectability,
morality, and beauty (Lundström, 2017). In this vein, the
conflation of whiteness, Europeanness, and Christianity in the
process of creating white, European racial identities imparted a
higher moral position to whiteness (Bonnett, 1998). That said,
these white racial identities are always in crisis, as they depend
primarily upon the differentiation of white from non-white
(Bonnett, 1998). This means that significant work must go into
the maintenance of white racial identities, both at the individual
and the societal level.

THE EUROPEAN FAR-RIGHT

In keeping with the post-materialist thesis—where generational
changes in material security have led to a shift in values—new
political parties have sprung up across the political spectrum
(Inglehart and Rabier, 1986). On the right, this has meant the
emergence of new far-right parties, primarily focused on the
perceived threats of immigration, unemployment, and crime
(Veugelers, 2000). This demand for new far-right parties is
further evidenced by a rise in general political apathy and distrust
of institutions. Younger voters, in particular, are less likely today
to be invested in liberal ideals of democracy than in prior cohorts
(Foa andMounk, 2016). Furthermore, the rise in anti-democratic
sentiment has been especially marked among the wealthiest
citizens of liberal democracies, indicating that the support for
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illiberal politics is being led by the young and wealthy, not
only the disempowered and disenfranchised (Foa and Mounk,
2016). Given the wide variety of ideologies and party positions
held by Western far-right parties, we will be relying on the
general definition offered by Rydgren (2007): far-right parties
are generally characterized by xenophobic ethnonationalism and
anti-elitist populism, and their platforms tend to be embedded
in a kind of sociocultural authoritarianism that stresses the
importance of putting the collective good above individual rights.

Despite the wealth of research on the subject, there is little
consensus in the literature over the ideal structural conditions
for the growth of a far-right political movement. For instance,
research on the political system has shown that proportional
representation, in particular, benefits the far-right, as does a
system with a weak conservative party (Carter, 2002; Arzheimer
and Carter, 2006). Far parties can also have a lasting impact
on their political systems, namely by polarizing the party
structure (Harmel and Svasand, 1997; Bale, 2003). Beyond that,
scholars have found that immigration and unemployment are
key structural factors that contribute to the success of the far-
right in Europe. However, there remain significant questions
about the role of these two factors; in particular, scholars
disagree on the importance of objective levels of immigration
and unemployment in promoting demand for far-right politics
(Golder, 2003). For one, Cochrane and Nevitte (2012) have
argued that unemployment rates only predict anti-immigrant
sentiment in countries where there is already a far-right political
presence. Essentially, they argue that existing far-right parties
use high rates of unemployment to support their anti-immigrant
agendas, arguing that immigrants are to blame for the lack of
work available to native-born citizens (Cochrane and Nevitte,
2012). In this vein, Lamprianou and Ellinas (2017) found that
economic grievances do not directly predict far-right voting;
rather economic grievances erode public trust in political
institutions, leading voters to look for alternatives such as far-
right parties.

The legacy of European fascism is also apparent in the rhetoric
and beliefs of the far-right. For one, far-right parties work toward
a vision of the population as a single political identity, bound
together by a shared ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and/or religious
history, so as to make inclusion within a national group based
on ethnic criteria. In general, the far-right favors an ethnic
understanding of citizenship (jus sanguinis) over a territorial one
(just soli) (Rydgren, 2007). This insistence on the importance
of language and culture to nationality is not restricted to the
far-right: of the 27 European Union member states, only six
had citizenship/language tests in 2006, compared to 18 in 2013
(Wodak, 2013). In this vein, European far-right parties tend
to promote “ethno-pluralism,” which entails the notion that, in
order to preserve the unique characters of each nation state,
their peoples must be kept separate (Rydgren, 2007). In fact,
the far-right tends to position group outsiders as threats to the
well-being of the ethnically homogenous population. In general,
this is manifested in a distrust of immigrants and international
elites—in fact, many far-right parties promote the idea that the
nation state is being weakened by undesirable immigration and
the overinvolvement of international players in the economy

(Rydgren, 2007). For this reason, most scholars agree that
there is a common thread of ethnonationalist xenophobia
and antiestablishment populism running through the European
far-right (Rydgren, 2007). Thus, in the absence of definitive
structural conditions, it would seem that culture has a significant
role to play in the emergence of far-right parties.

THE SCANDINAVIAN FAR-RIGHT

The Sweden Democrats, the Danish People’s Party, and the
Norwegian Progress Party have all experienced a remarkable
level of electoral success over the past decades. In the last
election, held in the summer of 2015, the Danish People’s Party
took over 20% of the vote, giving them the largest share of
the vote of any right-wing party (Nardelli and Arnett, 2015).
Following the 2018 Swedish election, the SwedenDemocrats hold
62 seats in the parliament; although they are far from forming a
majority, the coalitionary nature of Swedish government means
that the Sweden Democrats will likely exercise a significant
amount of power in the new parliament (Mudde, 2018). The
Norwegian Progress Party, for its part, joined in a coalition
government following the 2013 election in Norway (Nardelli
and Arnett, 2015). At one level, this success is, in part, due
to the proportional representation electoral systems popular in
the Scandinavian countries which, unlike the first past the post
system practices in the UK and Canada, allow parties with
sparse, geographically widespread support to gain a foothold
in parliament (Nardelli and Arnett, 2015). At another level,
however, the success of the far-right in these countries is also
reflective of changing attitudes and preferences among the
electorate in these countries. That said, given the lack of other
structural factors supporting the growth of the far-right, such
as high unemployment, it is remarkable that these parties have
enough support across their respective countries to form a
powerful political entity.

The Scandinavian countries—Norway, Sweden, and
Denmark—are characterized by strong welfare states. In
Esping-Anderson’s (1990) typology, the Scandinavian states
typify the social democratic welfare state; these states push for
the highest level of equality, rather than simply an equality of
minimum needs. In these states, the state assumes responsibility
for a large range of social rights, and takes over the burden of
care of the population (Swenson, 2004). As Table 1 shows, data
from the International Social Survey Programme’s 2013 survey
on National Identity (ISSP Research Group, 2015) show that
the social services system in Denmark, Norway and Sweden
are overwhelmingly popular with their respective populations
(see Table 1). As the delivery of social services is a key feature
of the welfare state, their popularity can be taken as a measure
of popular support for the welfare state. The far-right in these
three countries is unusually supportive of the welfare state;
while some far-right groups rail against big government, the
Scandinavian parties argue for a strong welfare state whose
protections are limited to an ethnically bounded national polity
(Nordensvard and Ketola, 2015). This feature alone distinguishes
the Scandinavian far right from far-right politics in North
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TABLE 1 | Source: ISSP Nationality III (2015).

America, that tend to feature a strong distrust of the state (Lyons,
2017).

The lack of key structural conditions—such as high
immigration rates, or high unemployment—makes the
strength of the Scandinavian far-right parties of particular
interest. Unemployment is low in all three countries: in early
2018, the unemployment rate was 4.8% in Denmark, 4% in
Norway, and 6.2% in Sweden (Eurostat, 2018). Furthermore,
immigration into the Scandinavian states is on par with, or
lower than, other European countries. For example, over one
fifth of the German population were first or second-generation
immigrants, while only roughly 17.3% of the Norwegian
population is first or second generation, as is roughly 13% of
the Danish population (Thomasson, 2017; Statbank Denmark,
2018; Statistics Norway, 2018). Rates of immigration to Sweden
are higher than in the other two countries, in part due to
more relaxed immigration laws (Jakobsen et al., 2018), so that,
in 2017, about 2.5 million of the population of roughly 10
million in Sweden were first or second-generation immigrants
(Statistics Sweden, 2017). Given research that suggests that
high immigration and high unemployment—specifically, high
immigration in a context of high unemployment—are key
structural conditions for the success of far-right parties, the
success of the Scandinavian far-right suggests that there must
be something over and above structural conditions allowing
for their success. One possible explanation is that ideological
undercurrents of ethnonationalism and welfare chauvinism
among the Scandinavian populations provide a fertile ground
for the growth of far-right parties, regardless of the structural
conditions of the country in question.

Ethnonationalist Sentiments Among the
Scandinavian Populations
Ethnonationalism involves the imposition of ethnic criteria for
belonging to a national identity group; that is, when national
identity is conceptualized as ethnically bounded. In this scenario,
criteria for belonging tend to be linguistic, cultural, religious,
and ethnic (Fozdar and Low, 2015). Table 2 below presents data
from the International Social Survey Programme’s 2013 survey on

national identity, which asked respondents from across Europe
about their opinions on what was important for national identity
(Brien and Beck, 2015).

Data from the Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish surveys
show that speaking the language was generally seen as the
most important marker of national identity; citizenship, too,
was seeing as highly important. Birthplace and ethnic ancestry
were also seen as fairly important overall, however to a lesser
degree than language and citizenship. This trend, however, does
not hold for religion, which only about a fifth of the respective
population found to be important for establishing the national
identity (ISSP Research Group, 2015). This points to a specific
kind of ethnonationalist sentiment, one where national identity
is centered around a shared language and history, and around a
sense of belonging, and obligation, to the state (in the form of
citizenship), and one where religion plays and insignificant role.
The secularity of the Scandinavian states may explain the little
importance placed on religion by the survey respondents.

In conclusion, our analysis here shows that there is a strong
foundation of ethno-nationalist conceptions of citizenship and
identity amongst Norwegians, Danes, and Swedes. We now
move to a qualitative analysis of party platforms of the far-right
political parties in each country, with an eye to identifying the
interplay between gender, ethno-nationalism and race in creating
anti-immigrant and exclusionary framings of citizenship and
belonging.

Party Platforms: Findings
The Danish People’s Party, the Sweden Democrats, and the
Norwegian Progress Party are all clear on their view of the
family as the foundation of society, and advocate state protection
and promotion of children’s interests, in particular their right
to both parents. The Danish People’s Party even goes so far
as to say that “[t]he ties of intimacy between husband and
wife and children and parents are the pillars of Danish society
and of great importance for the future of the country.” (2002).
Furthermore, the Sweden Democrats (2018) take a strong stance
against child marriage, and forced marriage, advocating, like
the (Danish People’s Party, 2002), for an age limit of 24 years
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TABLE 2 | Source: ISSP Nationality III (2015).

on marriage for foreign nationals. The Sweden Democrats
also push natalist policies, such as government allowances for
parents, and argue against the “use it or lose it” paternal
leave common in Scandinavia. The Sweden Democrats (2018)
clarify that their stance on the family comes from their view
of it as an important carrier of culture and tradition. In
this vein, all three parties worry about the threats to their
cultures posed by immigration, advocation “fair and sustainable”
immigration policies that control levels of immigration and allow
for integration and assimilation of immigrants (Danish People’s
Party, 2002; Norwegian Progress Party, 2017; Sweden Democrats,
2018).

In line with their reputations, all three Scandinavian far-right
parties maintain anti-immigrant stances. The Danish People’s
Party says it perhaps the clearest, declaring on their website that
“Denmark is not an immigrant-country and never has been.
Thus, we will not accept transformation to a multiethnic society”
(2002). The three parties emphasize restricting immigration to
those immigrants who would respect the laws, cultures, and
traditions of Sweden, Norway, or Denmark, and who would
be easily assimilated (Danish People’s Party, 2002; Norwegian
Progress Party, 2017; SwedenDemocrats, 2018). In this vein, both
the Sweden Democrats (2018) and Norwegian Progress Party
(2017) advocate for strict linguistic and cultural requirements
for citizenship, even arguing for mandatory social orientation.
The Sweden Democrats (2018), on their website, also call for a
crackdown on illegal immigration. In this vein, all three parties
are united in their calls for a strengthened security state, arguing
for stricter laws, harsher punishments, more surveillance, and
a stronger police force (Danish People’s Party, 2002; Norwegian
Progress Party, 2017; Sweden Democrats, 2018).

The three parties are vocal about their support for the welfare
state, advocating for strong health care and social services.
Common to all three is also the idea that care for children,
for the elderly, and for persons with disabilities is a national

responsibility, and should be taken seriously (Danish People’s
Party, 2002; Norwegian Progress Party, 2017; Sweden Democrats,
2018). However, the Norwegian Progress Party (2017), Sweden
Democrats (2018) clearly argue for a privileging of Swedish
citizens within the welfare state; they both go so far as advocating
that access to social services be linked to citizenship status.

As the only country out of the three to still have a state
church, the Danish People’s Party are the clearest of the three
parties about the importance of Christianity to their society.
In the English language section of their website, the Danish
People’s Party (2002) argues that Christianity is crucial to Danish
culture, and critical for the development of freedom, openness
and democracy in any country. Interestingly, the Danish People’s
Party (2002) also stands in support of the monarchy, displaying
a fundamentally conservative social stance. All three parties,
however, advocate for Islamophobic policies, although at times
covertly. For example, the Sweden Democrats propose banning
halal slaughter of animals under the guise of preventing animal
cruelty. Similarly, they also argue for a special category of
punishment for the perpetrators of “honor crimes,” a clear
allusion to religiously motivated crimes (Sweden Democrats,
2018). Moreover, the Sweden Democrats (2018) contend that,
while life for sexual and gender minorities is (and should be)
improving in Sweden, the threat to LGTBQ peoples is worst in
those parts of the country where Swedish culture is the weakest,
and “foreign” cultures are the strongest.

The three parties also all display isolationist tendencies when
it comes to foreign affairs. All three are anti-EU, arguing that the
EU robs countries of their sovereignty. They also argue that their
governments should be doing peacekeeping work so as to allow
migrants and refugees to return to their homelands, rather than
offering them asylum: the Sweden Democrats (2018) go so far as
to say that they “want to stop receiving asylum seekers in Sweden
and instead go for real aid for refugees. We want to enable
more immigrants turning back to their native countries.” They

Frontiers in Sociology | www.frontiersin.org 7 January 2019 | Volume 3 | Article 46

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology#articles


Finnsdottir and Hallgrimsdottir Gender, Citizenship, and Anti-democratic Politics

further propose that the Scandinavian countries need stronger
militaries and police, and more secure borders to protect their
citizens (Danish People’s Party, 2002; Norwegian Progress Party,
2017; Sweden Democrats, 2018). As the Danish People’s Party
says, “Denmark belongs to the Danes, and its citizens must
be able to live in a secure community founded on the rule of
law” (2018).

There is a striking similarity between the three parties in their
stated goals and positions. All three parties look for a return to
a more homogenous, more conservative society. The parties also
show consistency in terms of diagnosing social ills and identifying
scapegoats: the Sweden Democrats (2018) paint a dystopian
picture of Sweden, of its civil society as crumbling and overrun
by criminals, terrorists and gangs. Similarly, Norwegian Progress
Party (2017) may lament the state of affairs in Sweden, arguing
that the only way for Norwegian society to avoid falling into
disorder like in Sweden is to place strict limits on immigration.
In sum, not only are the Sweden Democrats (2018), Norwegian
Progress Party (2017) and the Danish People’s Party (2002)
alike in their anti-immigrant stances, our examination of their
platforms showed them to be closely aligned in their positions on
security, on foreign relations, on the role of the family, and on the
welfare system.

DISCUSSION

We find that the party platforms for the three main Scandinavian
far-right parties—the Danish People’s Party, the Norwegian
Progress Party, and the Sweden Democrats—present a vision
of society with the nuclear family as the foundation; the
Sweden Democrats are particularly vocal in the support for
the heteronormative nuclear family. All three parties further
advocate for strong social support for the family, such as
government support for young children, placing the family in
a privileged position within the welfare state. Beyond that, all
three parties advocate for strong border control, and severe
limitations on both the number and the kind of immigrants
that should be admitted. They are all vocal on the threat to
their respective national cultures posed by excessive levels of
immigration, with a special focus on immigrants from non-
Christian, non-European, and non-white backgrounds. Coupled
with their anti-immigrant stances—party rhetoric tends to frame
immigrants as threats to the culture of the nation—their view of
the family points to a construction of the ideal citizen as white,
middle-class, and heteronormative. We argue that the success of
far-right parties is due, at least in part, to a fertile ground of pre-
existing ethnonationalist tendencies among the Scandinavian
populations. More than that, these pre-existing tendencies have
given rise to a unique form of far-right politics: one focused
on transforming citizenship within the welfare state. Key to this
project is a particular vision of what the citizen and the state
are/should be; gender underpins both.

Recently, Elgenius and Rydgren (2018) highlighted the role
of anti-immigrant sentiment in driving support for far-right
parties. Our analysis confirms this and points to three main
frames through which these ideas are refracted and disseminated:

first, that immigrants compete with native-born for welfare
state resources; second, that immigrants present a critical threat
to ethno-national identity; third, that immigrant values pose
a threat to social-democratic and progressive values of the
Nordic states (Elgenius and Rydgren, 2018). This kind of
framing is for instance reflected in the Norwegian People’s
Party platform that highlights “Western” values of freedom
and opportunity Norwegian Progress Party (2017) and suggests
that Norway welcome only those who conform with those
values.

These framings are intimately linked to popular
understandings that merge belonging to a nation-state
with having access to valuable social rights: for instance,
Nordensvard and Ketola (2015) argue that the Swedish far-
right, in particular, exemplifies a populist discourse that
brings together the nation state and the welfare state. In
general, Scandinavian far-right parties work to reframe the
welfare state as belonging to a particular, distinct political
community, where inclusion within the state’s protective
framework is dependent on ethnic and national belonging
(Nordensvard and Ketola, 2015). In our analysis, we found
that both Norwegian Progress Party (2017) and the Sweden
Democrats (2018) advocate for tying access to certain welfare
state services to citizenship, and for ending what they refer to
as “special benefits” for immigrants Norwegian Progress Party
(2017).

We find, however, in addition, and following on recent
work (see in particular Siim and Meret, 2016; Siim and
Borchorst, 2017) that gendered understandings are used to
amplify these frames, and create urgency and resonance to far-
right claims. Interestingly, however, gendered understandings
of citizenship are used to contradictory purposes in far-right
rhetoric: First, to use Nordic values of gender egalitarianism in
a way so as to create hierarchical distinctions between Nordic
citizens and others; at the same time, the party platforms
also reject the Nordic brand of egalitarianism, in favor of
more traditionalist constructions of women’s role in society and
politics.

This first use of gender can be seen, for one, in rhetoric
among the parties that gender inequality and oppression is a
feature of minority groups, whereas it has been eliminated in
mainstream society (see also Siim, 2008). The Danish People’s
Party, 2002) has an official stance against forced marriage, while
failing to differentiate it from arranged marriage. This is a
useful rhetoric device for these groups as it portrays women
(of color) as victims of their own culture, but also sets up a
dichotomy between Danish culture and other cultures, providing
the former with a kind of progressive moral superiority. Another
example here can be seen in the “cultural racism” of the Sweden
Democrats (Mulinari and Neergaard, 2014); racism is given
the cloak of gender egalitarianism through claims of the need
to protect Swedish women from immigrants and migrants. At
the same time, embedded in the party platforms of all parties
are policy ideas that reject contemporary egalitarianism: for
instance, the removal of mandatory “father” days as part of
parental leave policies, as well as policies to give biological
fathers’ rights prior to the birth of a child (Sweden Democrats,
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2018). Interestingly, these parties are not overtly homophobic—
the Sweden Democrats (2018) even go so far as to argue that
gender and sexuality and inborn and that individuals should
not be harassed for their sexual orientation—but still strongly
advocate policies that support and promote heteronormative
family structures.

However, perhaps the most prominent theme of our analysis
is the interplay and intersection between gendered claims and
ethno-nationalist claims to citizenship. It is important here to
emphasize some of the unique features of the Scandinavian far-
right, in particular in comparison to other European members
of the far-right political family. There are, first of all, key
differences in terms of immediate structural triggers of far-right
mobilization, as we discussed above. Second, as also mentioned
earlier, the Scandinavian far-right has emerged in the context
of a strong social welfare state and a strong social and political
attachment to that state. A final point of difference, although one
less explored in this paper, has to do with the historical backdrop
against which the far-right in Europe currently operates. In
continental Europe, new far-right parties must contend with the
living history and ongoing memorialization of a traumatic fascist
past. The citizen-nation framework is an important element of
the memorializations of this past; official and unofficial accounts
of the 2nd world war in Europe must account not just for the
role of fascist state actors but also the role of the citizenry. How
memorialization activities of the 2nd world war provide context
for the emergence of far-right remains somewhat understudied,
but there is emerging research on how these memorializations
provide the context for both official and unofficial re-casting of
citizens’ roles in fascist regimes as well as “forgetful” renderings
of the 2nd world war (Forest et al., 2004; Fisher, 2007). Examples
here include both Hungary and Poland, where there has been
a significant official campaign to rewrite the role of citizenry
during the Nazi years (Barna, 2015; Grunwald, 2017). These
histories however, play both a less prominent and a different
role in Nordic memorializations of the twentieth century. The
Scandinavian far-right, is in this way, a new discourse on Nordic
belonging and citizenship, one that is less bound by both
direct and mediated memories of European fascism, racism, and
genocide.

Far-right groups do not exist outside of existing citizen-nation
frameworks—that is, they are not free from the influences of
existing conceptions of the role of state and of citizen in the
welfare state. The welfare state structure implies a particular
formation of citizenship—one where the lines of obligation
between state and citizen are reciprocal. Welfare states, like
the Scandinavian ones, work to create reciprocal lines of
obligation between state and citizen by introducing laws and
social programs which all citizens pay into, and are dependent
upon, all the while working to instill feelings of obligation
in the population (Esping-Anderson, 1990). In this way, the
state structure shapes understanding of citizenship—both
the rights attached to it, and the responsibilities. The state
also performs important work in drawing the line between
group insiders and outsiders—between citizens and foreigners
(Revi, 2012). Social citizenship grants citizens access to
services and goods administered by the state irrespective of

their market capacities (Korpi, 2006). Because of this, the
distribution of services, and social rights, serves to draw
boundaries around “the people,” distinguishing between
citizens and non-citizens; only those recognized by the
state are placed under its protection (Revi, 2012). The sheer
wealth of resources and services available within the welfare
state mean that these boundaries are especially clear. When
conceptions of national belonging based on ethnic criteria
are institutionalized, then, citizenship, in turn, becomes
based on ethnic criteria. When far-right parties engage in
discourse of welfare chauvinism, they are not only advocating
for a restriction of kinds of individuals that can access the
social services system; rather, they are also advocating for
a restricted understanding of citizenship within the welfare
state, one that is based upon ethnic understandings of national
belonging. We find by appealing to gendered values, in
particular valorizing gender egalitarianism while simultaneously
rewriting gender platforms into more traditionalist and
heteronormative conceptions, far-right parties use gender
as signal or trope for exclusionary, and ethno-nationalist
politics.

CONCLUSION

In 2015, one in six people living in Sweden were born outside
of the country, a 67% increase since 2000; half of those are from
non-European countries (Statistics Sweden, 2017). Norway and
Denmark have seen similar, albeit smaller increases in foreign-
born residents over the same time period. Understanding the
conditions and contexts for the emergence of far-right politics
in response to this trend is clearly important and pressing, as
is understanding how far-right politics place more generally a
challenge to democratic politics in Northern Europe.

Far-right politics in the Nordic welfare states are characterized
by a strong element of welfare state chauvinism, in which social
rights are posited as rare, valuable, and zero-sum, and that
their distribution must therefore rest on having appropriate
ethno-nationalist credentials. This is an interesting phenomenon;
whereas in other contexts, far-right politics seek to dismantle
the state, in Scandinavia, far-right politics appear to seek
to reconceptualize citizenship rights along ethno-nationalist
dimensions, while at the same time deepening and thickening
these rights. Given the pre-existing importance of ethnic markers
to national identity in Nordic countries, however, the main work
done by the far-right in these countries is not so much to
convince them of the importance of ethnic markers in national
identity, but of the threat to the welfare state posed by “outsiders.”

Gendered conceptions of citizenship—who belongs, what
constitutes belonging, and what web of mutual obligations
exist between states and citizens—are key to far-right politics
in Scandinavia. Far-right parties in Scandinavia emphasize
the thickness of the relationships between the state and the
citizen, but they impose ethnic and gendered criteria on those
relationships. Outsiders, especially those of suspect origins (that
is not European or Christian) are positioned as undeserving of
the social protections of the state by dint of their social distance
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from the “ideal” (white) citizen. This tactic is integral to the
success of these parties in Scandinavia: instead of threatening the
welfare state, the far-right in these countries frames itself as the
defender of the welfare state against outside forces.

The far-right in Scandinavia thus uses gender and ethno-
nationalist claims to simultaneously valorize and challenge
egalitarianism in the welfare state while also shoring up
exclusionary and anti-democratic claims to citizenship and
belonging in the Nordic welfare state. The case of the emergence
of far-right politics in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark, illustrates
that even strong states that are ostensibly formed around
inclusionary politics can provide the context for the emergence
of exclusionary politics and rhetoric. In this, the Scandinavian
nations form a sort of exception to the pathways taken by right-
wing parties in Southern Europe or in the United Kingdom and
the United States. Whereas, in these states, there is a growing
consensus that far-right politics has grown out of social and
economic rupture and political polarization, the Nordic case
illustrates that ethno-nationalism can also provide fodder for far-
right movements on their own. In addition, within the context of
a cradle-to-grave welfare state, inclusionary citizenship discourse
could be used to justify exclusionary politics, by emphasizing
the importance of shared history and shared ethno-national
identity to the access of valuable social rights. Our focus was

on how gendered language in their political platforms was
used to amplify and strengthen ethno-nationalist conceptions
of citizenship. The limitations of this study include however its
focus on the party platforms of political parties; there is a pressing
need to understand the complex ways in which the messaging
of these parties is taken up and understood by citizens of these
states, and to understand the contexts through which these claims
may find resonance.
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