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Henri Mollers, Christian Krell and Niklas Ferch

THE RECLAIMING ACTION PROJECT:
PROGRESSIVE PARTY STRATEGIES
IN TIMES OF GROWING
RIGHT-WING POPULISM

In the twenty-first century, the overly idyllic tale of Social Democracy’s decades-long
success story in Scandinavia has begun to show considerable cracks. Figuratively speak-
ing, the iconic bright red paint of the typical Swedish houses has begun to fade and
sometimes shades of brown appear. Right-wing populist parties have become estab-
lished all over Scandinavia and pose a massive threat to the renowned egalitarian, inclu-
sive and progressive societies of the North. On the one hand, right-wing populist par-
ties' use their rhetoric to address classic issues of social democracy such as social justice
and social welfare, or to address the concerns of the »ordinary people« in general. On
the other hand, the right-wing populists’ political agenda is in fact often the opposite
of traditional social democratic politics. Social justice is framed by right-wing populists
as anti-elitist resentment, social welfare is framed as welfare only for »us« and not for
»them« and »ordinary people« are defined all too frequently along ethnic and cultural
dividing lines. Hence, in contrast to their rhetoric, right-wing populist politics and policy
suggestions ultimately involve the dismantling of the welfare state and the labor market
through neoliberal policies, seek to poison the political climate and ultimately present a
dire threat to liberal inclusive public discourse and pluralistic democracy in general.

The development of the political culture in the three Nordic countries of Denmark,
Norway and Sweden since the 1980s demonstrates this in an impressive way. For in-
stance, the originally dominant radical tax-cut positions of the Danish Dansk Folkepar-
ti (DF) and the Norwegian Fremskrittspartiet (FrP) from the 1980s have developed
towards much stronger nationalist and racist rhetoric and have captured discourses

1 Even though some of the right-wing populist parties considered here evolved from right-wing extremist groups
and still retain some of their agendas or newly incorporated extremist views, in a writers’ workshop it was agreed
to subsume these parties under the term »right-wing populist« — though being aware of the various conceptual
and definitional differences and overlaps of right-wing populism and right-wing extremism (see e.g. the seminal
contribution by Mudde [1996]).
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on the welfare state. The severity of this development can be observed in particular in
the corresponding discourse shifts in central, formerly genuinely »social democratic«
policy fields, and manifests itself not least by the active (Norway) and actively sup-
porting (Denmark) involvement of these right-wing populist parties in center-right
governments. In Sweden, the Sverigedemokraterna (SD) is still kept away from any
direct involvement in parliamentary affairs (for the time being?), but its right-wing
ideology from the 1990s onwards has become entangled in the political discourse
and drives the actions of the ruling Social Democratic party. The rise of the German
Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD) in numerous state parliaments and in the Bundestag
indicates that this fundamental dual character of right-wing populism — between
populist rhetoric and neo-liberal policy positions — has arrived in Germany as well.

These insights are not new and have been highlighted by numerous contributions to
the existing and valuable body of literature on the issue of right-wing populist parties.
But what about the Social Democratic parties? How have they reacted to the right-
wing populist forces that are affecting them severely? What kinds of strategies are
observable, and have these strategies been effective and successful? Are there lessons
to be learned in producing progressive strategies that reclaim action instead of run-
ning after right-wing populist competitors?

Hence, the aim of this volume is to contextualize and to compare the situations in
Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Germany not only to understand the growth of right-
wing populism, but more specifically to determine which strategies against right-wing
populist parties have been applied by progressive parties in the past, which results are
evident at the moment and which actions might be worth considering for the future.
Based on this comparison and its findings, criteria for successful approaches or strate-
gies to challenge right-wing populist parties will be proposed, followed by recommen-
dations for progressive and sustainable actions against such parties. Essentially, the
report aims at contributing answers to the question of how Social Democratic parties
can reclaim action in times of growing right-wing populism.

COUNTRIES OF INTEREST:
DENMARK, NORWAY, SWEDEN AND GERMANY

The reason for choosing Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Germany for a systematic
comparison is that these countries share a similar context: formerly strong progressive
parties, in particular Social Democratic parties, that are increasingly confronted with
electoral difficulties due to the presence of a growing right-wing competitor. Further
essential similarities are that these countries are established liberal post-war democra-
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cies with comparable political systems and relatively similar party spectrums, which
distinguishes them from countries in the Central Eastern and Southern parts of Europe.
Furthermore, the aggregate socioeconomic climate is generally better in those four
countries than in the rest of Europe, with comparative happiness ratings among the
highest in the world, while trust in government and the state as the organizer of society
remains at a high level and, even though some aspects of the welfare state have been
dismantled, its most important parts are still alive and kicking.

However, there are important differences, which are heuristically interesting: whereas
right-wing populists in Norway are minor partners in the two-party governmental coali-
tion and in Denmark provide active support to the minority government, the Swedish
SD - even though part of the parliament since 2010 — are mostly isolated and excluded
from political cooperation. The German case is special in the sense that the AfD has
expanded extremely rapidly and managed to enter the German parliament only recently
in the 2017 election. Furthermore, the right-wing populist parties mentioned represent
a broad and diverse spectrum of right-wing populist movements: in Sweden, SD can
easily be traced back to right-wing extremist groups and organizations, while both the
Norwegian FrP and the Danish DF emerged from radical tax-criticism. The AfD, in turn,
started off as an anti-Euro single-issue party and then drifted to the far right in the fol-
lowing years. Denmark represents the most dramatic convergence between established
political parties and right-wing populism. Accordingly, a discussion of the Danish case
will be revealing.

THE GUIDING ISSUES: PARTIES, POLICIES, MEDIA, LANGUAGE
AND ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORKS

In order to approach the goal of analyzing progressive parties’ strategies for challeng-
ing right-wing populist forces, this volume includes extensive country studies of each
of the four countries in question. The approach of the overall volume is the product of
a productive process of exchange between the case study authors, the Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung’s project coordinators and an external advisory board. In workshops with the
authors, which accompanied the course of the project, four central fields of interest
and connected guiding questions were developed:

First, the general development of the central actors is highlighted by describing the ori-
gin and development of the right-wing populist parties. Context is provided by noting
the role played by progressives and especially Social Democratic parties, as well as that
of major right-wing parties in these developments.
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Second, drawing on the fact that right-wing populist parties successfully place issues
favorable to themselves at the center of the political debate, the contributions note
the centrality of certain policies and political issues in the debate and how progres-
sives react to them. What effects and consequences can be seen from the placement
of specific political issues regarding voter patterns, movements and central policies
and issues for voters’ decisions — both from a progressive and a right-wing populist
perspective? In addition to that, a first attempt is being made to identify whether
there have been conscious policy strategies against the right-wing populist com-
petition on the part of the progressives and if these suggest particular policies and
agendas.

Third, the placement of political issues is strongly connected to the channels of com-
munication used by political actors and to the platforms of political debate that are
central for influencing the wider public and possible voters. Furthermore, a shared
public space, in which different opinions can meet, is a fundamental element of a
liberal democracy. These channels and platforms have undergone massive changes
and become transformed, even as trust in the established media has decreased con-
siderably. Hence, two guiding questions are: How has media coverage and access to
»alternative« media developed in recent years? And: What are the consequences of
digitization for public debate and a constructive and progressive political dialogue? In
looking at how parties have dealt with these developments, the authors attempt to
find recommendations on what progressives should do in this changed public sphere
in order to foster a more favorable discourse environment.

Connected to this, lastly, is of course political language. Right-wing populists profile
themselves through a specific use of language and rhetoric. On the one hand, they de-
velop and activate a concept of constant threat and fear. On the other hand, right-wing
populists are often successful in activating existing values and conceptions of reality and
societal problems. This conscious use of language is a core element of the right-wing
populists’ success story and thus provides a central field of counteraction for progres-
sive actors. How are groups of »we« and »the others« constructed and contextualized?
Which social divisions have been politicized by central political actors in recent years?
Finally, another central question is what progressive actors can learn by looking at the
way right-wing populists construct identity and linguistic antagonisms, so as to then
gain trust and salience for a progressive agenda of their own.

As another central outcome of the workshops, the individuals involved in the project
agreed to apply an even more systematized view of past, present and possible fu-
ture strategies, based on the empirical evidence of the country studies on Denmark,
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Norway, Sweden and Germany. In order to account for the diversity and complexity of
the right-wing populism phenomenon and the reactions to it in these countries, the
comparative chapter turns to the existing scientific literature and develops an analytical
framework for comparing the strategies towards right-wing populist parties that were
and are still being applied by progressive parties in the countries under examination. In
turning to commonly cited contributions to political science literature, the framework
provides for a comparison based on a more analytically fine-grained scheme along
Weberian ideal-types of strategic response to the existence of a right-wing populist
party. These ideal-types range from strategies of banning and isolating the right-wing
populist competitor up to the adoption of policies and finally collaboration — all of
which can be found among the countries being examined. The analytical distinctions
are key to evaluating whether the applied strategies turned out to be valuable for the
formulation of a progressive strategy or whether they could be considered part of the
problem. These issues as well as the central question of how to measure the »success«
of political strategies are addressed in the concluding chapter, which also outlines sug-
gestions for genuine progressive strategies to combat right-wing populism.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

The volume is structured as follows. To begin with, Susi Meret, in her contribution

on the Danish case, provides an in-depth view into a political environment where the
comparatively long-lasting presence of a right-wing populist party has led to a profound
normalization and mainstreaming of the positions, policies and frames of DF — without
its ever being part of a government but as a steady supporter of center-right minority
governments. In doing so, she displays an intriguing case, in which the counterstrate-
gies have embraced, over time, the full range from isolation in the beginning up to
policy adoption and collaboration in the present — progressive parties not exempted.
Having stated these bleak prospects, Susi Meret discusses the importance of civil society
as a source for future progressive strategy development.

In the contribution on Norway, Ketil Raknes features an established right-wing
populist party, the Fremskrittspartiet, which is now in its second consecutive term in
government together with the center-right party Hayre. He highlights the different
strategies that were applied by all established parties against the FrP and points to
the difficulty of attacking a political chameleon that knows how to use the Norwe-
gian-specific Petroleum Fund to develop a salient narrative in the central policy fields
of progressive parties, such as the welfare state. By giving a recent example of how
to recover an objective political culture from a polarized and populistic discourse, he
stresses the importance for progressives of having their own framings.
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In her contribution on Sweden, Anna-Lena Lodenius traces the development of the
Sverigedemokraterna as an also relatively new party that nevertheless is historically
deeply rooted in right-wing extremism, as well as the relation of the established
parties to SD’s entrance into national politics in 2010. She describes how the coor-
dinated and comprehensive isolation of SD by all established parties and especially
by the Social Democrats in the December Agreement of 2014 led to the massive
increae in support for this party, revealing the apparent fragility of this strategy. By
stressing a combination of socioeconomic and cultural inclusion into credible narra-
tives, she presents prospects for progressive strategies for the upcoming elections
in 2018.

Finally, Jasmin Siri and Madeleine Myatt provide a case study on Germany, where
the right-wing populist party Alternative fur Deutschland is a comparatively new
player in the political arena. Nevertheless, the AfD has grown and transformed
rapidly while the Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) has had limited room to
maneuver against it. In their contribution, the authors shed light on the process that
led to the entrance of the AfD into parliament, examining factors both within this
party but also within the established parties from the center-left to the center-right.
Their central hypothesis is that clear-cut differences between the major parties van-
ished due to the continued history of grand coalitions, leading to tendencies within
these parties that established a favorable discourse environment for right-wing
populist narratives. By stressing the importance of non-silencing but inclusionary
narratives, they give a best practice example from progressive German politics.

In the analytical chapter by Niklas Ferch and Henri Méllers that follows, the theoreti-
cal framework is introduced. Taking this as an analytical tool for the case studies
presented, the entire range of possible strategies is identifiable. While some countries
exhibit a slippery slope towards the normalization of right-wing populist positions,
others display a variety of strategies with varying results, while still others appear to
be currently at a crossroads.

In the conclusion, Christian Krell and Henri Méllers take the findings from the country
studies and the analytical chapter and try to develop first indicators for a successful
progressive strategy against right-wing populism, with a focus on five dimensions of
success. Central to these dimensions are electoral, coalitionary, normative, discursive
and material aspects of conceptualizing a strategy. Drawing on these dimensions and
the results of the previous chapters, the conclusion presents recommendations about
what to do and what not to do in strategic responses to the danger of right-wing
populism. All in all, the overarching aim is to reach a better understanding of the
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modern political challenges and to contribute to the progressive formulation of strat-
egies against the biggest challenge to liberal and inclusive democracy.

REFERENCES

Mudde, C. (1996), The war of words defining the extreme right party family. In: West European Poli-
tics, 19(2), pp. 225-248.
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Susi Meret

DENMARK - THE RISE, CONSOLIDA-
TION AND MAINSTREAMING OF
RIGHT-WING POPULISM AND THE
FAILURE OF COUNTERSTRATEGIES

Populist right-wing parties have done very well in the Nordic countries, particularly

in the last two decades (see Fig. 1). Electoral support for radical, right-wing populist
parties has increased in the past decade in all four Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland,
Norway and Sweden). Within this context, Denmark represents a paradigmatic case
for the study of the rise, consolidation and mainstreaming/normalization of radical,
right-wing populist positions. The success of populist parties in elections over the years
has triggered country-specific and comparative studies (cf. Bergmann 2017; Hellstrém
2016; Jungar and Jupskas 2014). This chapter examines some of the structural, politi-
cal and institutional factors that can help explain the rise and consolidation of radical,
right-wing populism in Denmark. Furthermore, the chapter aims to consider the coun-
terstrategies that have been employed over time by the traditional mainstream parties
to address the challenges right-wing populism poses to Danish politics and society.

Some of the existing scholarly literature addresses specific features, when consider-
ing the rise and mainstreaming of populism in politics, such as: a welfare state under
pressure (Brochman and Hagelund 2012); the belief that national identity and culture
are threatened (Hellstrom et al. 2012); increasing concerns about gender equality
issues (Meret and Siim 2013); and the rise of identity politics (Hervik 2011; Yilmaz
2016). All these studies suggest that history, social context, and political transforma-
tions and opportunities play a significant role in explaining the emergence and con-
solidation of right-wing populism, as well as the process of its normalization (Siim and
Meret 2016). Furthermore, the aim is to look at what counterstrategies have been
employed over time by the traditional mainstream parties to address the challenges of
right-wing populism in Danish politics and society. The paper is organized as follows:
First, it summarizes the history of the Danish People’s Party (Dansk Folkeparti, DF),
accounting for its rise and development, particularly from 2001 to 2018. This roughly
corresponds to the progressive stages of the party’s legitimization, consolidation and
normalization in Danish politics. Second, the main strategies to counter right-wing
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FIGURE 1: ELECTORAL SUPPORT FOR RIGHT-WING POPULIST PARTIES
IN THE FOUR NORDIC COUNTRIES
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populism that the mainstream parties of the center-left and center-right have put in
use over time will be investigated. Third, the attitudes and opinions of the electorate,
and the role of the mainstream media, will be considered. Finally, the chapter deals
with the use of language in politics and the way populist appeals and messages may
have influenced political discourse. The overall aim is to give an overview of right-
wing populism in Denmark, the strategies used to counteract populist appeals and
demands, and the developments in politics and society that have ensured the accom-
modation of right-wing populism in the country.

RIGHT-WING POPULISM IN DENMARK: CONTEXT
AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The DF was launched in 1995 by Pia Kjaersgaard (DF leader from 1995 to 2012), along
with a few other former members of the Danish Progress Party (Fremskridtpartiet,
FrP). Kjaersgaard was the first woman to establish and lead a new political party in
Denmark. She was also the first female leader of a populist, right-wing party in Eu-
rope (Meret 2015). The DF changed the neoliberal and anti-tax agenda that had char-
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acterized the FrP into a pro-welfare stance, with the aim of safeguarding the welfare
state for »native« and »ethnic« Danes. The party’s chauvinist positions on welfare
correspond to a xenophobic, anti-immigration and anti-Islamic agenda. According to
the DF, immigration — particularly from Muslim countries — gravely endangers the wel-
fare state and Danish national identity and culture. Islam is considered to be socially,
politically and culturally incompatible with the values and principles that are cherished
by Danish society (Meret 2010; Betz and Meret 2009). As a result, the party maintains
that immigration from Muslim countries needs to be restricted, since it endangers the
country’s social cohesion, identity and security.

The DF's electoral breakthrough came as early as the 1998 election. The party made

it into the Danish Parliament with 7 percent of the votes and 13 seats, which se-
cured the DF solid parliamentary representation (see Table 1). The party was met with
general hostility and in parliament the phrase delivered by former Social Democratic
Prime Minister Poul Nyrup Rasmussen (1993-2001) at his opening address to the 1998
Parliament is still famous: »In my view you will never be presentable« (Set med mine
gjne stuerene bliver | aldrig). In the years from 1998 to 2001, the DF contributed to
the strong polarization of attitudes and positions in Danish politics and within public
opinion, particularly on immigration, issues related to asylum and Islam.

The decade from 2001 to 2011 was in many respects crucial to the legitimization and
consolidation of the party. In 2001 the DF received 12 percent of votes and 22 parlia-
mentary seats (out of 179). By allowing the DF to support the Liberal and Conserva-
tive minority cabinet in 2001, the center-right clearly legitimized the DF within Danish
politics and contributed toward strengthening the role the party played. In return, the
center-right received the support of a segment of the electorate that would other-

TABLE 1: ELECTORAL SUPPORT AND MANDATES AT PARLIAMENTARY
ELECTIONS (FV) AND EUROPEAN ELECTIONS (EUP) FOR THE DF FROM 1998
TO 2015 (FIGURES IN PERCENT)

1998 1999 2001 2004 2005 2007 2009 2011 2014 2015
FV 7.4% 12% 133 | 13.9% 12.3% 21.1%
MPs 13% 22% 24 25% 22% 37%
EUP 5.8% 6.8% 26.6% | 15.3% 26.6%
MEP 1% 1% 4% 2% 4%
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wise not have supported the Liberal and Conservative agenda, an electorate which
comprised, in particular, lower-educated blue-collar (skilled and non-skilled manual)
workers, a group that was also concerned about the impact and consequences of
immigration. The DF won over the support of many Danish workers, who had previ-
ously cast their votes for the Social Democrats, through its combination of anti-estab-
lishment views, tougher anti-immigration positions and a populist rhetoric targeted at
the preservation of the Danish welfare state against the threats of globalization and
immigration (Rydgren 2012; Borre 2016). A distinctive feature of the DF's electorate,
which still applies today, is that it is overrepresented by manual workers with com-
paratively lower levels of educational attainment.

The role of supporting the center-right government brought also significant political
influence. Such influence was obtained from an auxiliary position, without the obliga-
tions and responsibilities of holding office. It is beyond doubt that over the years the
DF has been able to exploit fully the opportunities inherent within two apparently
conflicting roles: those of »government maker« and »government shaker« (Thesen
2012). These strategies have paid off significantly both in the past and present, and
their tactical application has allowed the DF to achieve significant results on immigra-
tion and the politics of asylum in particular, but ultimately in other political domains
as well. As early as 1997, the DF's Declaration of Intent (Principprogram) clearly
stated that the party’s main goal was »to give the Danish voters a real alternative to
the politics pursued by the existing political parties«, but it also suggested that such
an alternative should »play an active role in parliamentary life« by trying to achieve
»political results through collaboration with other parties« with the goal of realizing
»as much of the party’s politics as possible« (Dansk Folkeparti 1997). For the party
this also entailed choosing to remain outside the government, should this offer better
opportunities for stronger political influence than would be the case in government.

Significant political changes, which had been anticipated by the DF, were implement-
ed during the first years of the center-right government led by Anders Fogh Rasmus-
sen of the Liberal Party (Venstre, V). The tightening of asylum law and the introduc-
tion of stricter criteria for obtaining Danish citizenship were passed as early as 2002,
for example. Their implementation indicated a shift toward a muscular, identity-based
politics, which considers ethnic and religious diversity to be a growing threat to social
cohesion, Danish national culture and security.

The publication of the infamous Muhammad cartoons in the Danish newspaper
Jyllands-Posten in 2005 further ignited the already explosive rhetoric used against
Islam and Muslims. It increased the toxicity of the narrative targeting Islam in Den-
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mark and abroad, which portrayed Muslims as being incapable of integration and
holding undemocratic values. The ideological work of radical right-wing ideologues,
such as Sgren Krarup and Jesper Langballe, contributed to the development of the
DF’s discourse based on the idea of a clash of civilizations, which constructs the West
and Islam as incompatible and conflicting worlds. Islam is portrayed by the DF as an
illiberal, undemocratic, backward-looking and male chauvinist culture, a culture that
deprives individuals and groups (particularly women) of their individual free will. The
former leader of the DF, Pia Kjeersgaard, said something that was clearly in this vein
in her 2001 post-election speech in parliament, maintaining that »there is not a clash
of civilizations; in fact there is only one civilization and it is ours«. Later, these toxic,
identity-based narratives were regulated by the party’s leadership and »corrected«

by instead deploying strategic discourses that attacked Muslims on gender-based
positions (Meret and Siim 2012). Notably, since the 2000s, the issue of the Muslim
hijab has been used by the DF as a clear symbol of political Islam, seen by the party as
the religious and cultural foundation of the oppression of women. This is considered
to clash with Western liberal democratic values based on gender equality and the
promotion of women'’s rights. For several DF MPs, the party has for a long time stood
alone in its warnings about the threat that Islam poses to Danish society:

The DF stands alone in terms of articulating the threat that Islamic immigration
poses to Denmark. There is no other party taking this issue up, we are the only
ones. [...] My position is that all immigration from Muslim countries should be
stopped, including family reunions, since it is for this reason that we still have
streams of immigration. When we let refugees in, we must be selective. We ought
to decide the UN's refugee quota ourselves, select those with higher potential for
integration and avoid Muslims, as they have greater difficulty integrating in Den-
mark. (Interview with DF MP at the Folkemgdet, RAGE project, June 2013)

The years 2001-2007 were consequently dominated by center-right politics and by
Prime Minister Anders Fogh Rasmussen in his role of accommodating and normal-
izing populist demands and rhetoric. It coincided with a period of relatively large
economic upswing and lower interest rates; the country’s economy was still booming
and the government introduced a generous tax policy through which they froze taxes,
increased public spending and gave tax cuts to the better-off. This was implemented
in combination with tougher policies on migration, asylum and integration, as well as
the circulation of an anti-elitist and anti-intellectual discourse that attracted support
among broad swathes of the population. The prominence that was given to »values«
in politics intensified the »struggle over values« approach and underpinned the idea
that solutions to policy problems should be based on moral conviction rather than
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on policy-oriented knowledge and experience. This understanding gained traction,
particularly after the controversial 2001 New Year Address by Prime Minister Anders
Fogh Rasmussen in which he maintained that

We do not need experts and »arbiters of taste« to decide on our behalf. [...] There
is a tendency toward an expert tyranny that risks suppressing our free public debate.
[...] Experts can be useful for giving us factual knowledge. But when we have to
make personal choices, we all are experts. (quoted from Jgrgensen 2015: 283)

This explicit position contributed toward the validation of arguments for value-based
policymaking that disregards evidence-based research and experience-informed
policymaking. This partly also explains the turn toward policy developments based

on policing, deterrence and control, which also developed with the principal goal of
prohibiting people from taking certain actions.

In 2005 Helle Thorning-Schmidt was elected as the new Social Democratic leader. She
was the successor to Mogen Lykketoft, who lost the 2005 election to the center-right.
But the change in leadership was not enough to win the elections that were expected
and were indeed held just two years later. In 2007 Fogh Rasmussen accepted an ap-
pointment as NATO Secretary General and suddenly exited from Danish politics. He
was followed by fellow party member Lars Lakke Rasmussen.

In 2007 the center-left appeared to be split internally and in a state of disagreement,
particularly on questions concerning immigration and asylum, such as the 24-years-
of-age rule that stopped family reunions if one of the spouses was younger than 24
and the »start-help regulation« that gave a lower basic income to new immigrants
and refugees. While the Social Democrats declared that they would not change the
measures approved by the center-right, the Danish Social Liberal Party (Radikale Ven-
stre, RV) was on a different page, and its members remained outspoken critics of the
nationalist and anti-immigrant positions of the center-right government and the DF.

The Social Democrats eventually won the 2011 election and formed a center-left
coalition with the Social Liberals and the Socialist People’s Party (Det Socialistiske
Folkeparti, SF). The coalition’s manifesto program included the decision that a general
assessment of the immigration and integration regulations, which had been passed
under the center-right government, would eventually occur while the coalition was in
government. This meant that the evaluation and debate of such a thorny issue was
strategically delayed until the period after the election. The 2011-15 center-left inter-
regnum began on weak premises, and the Social Democrats and the Socialist People’s
Party did not attract the anticipated support that would have allowed them to govern
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without the Social Liberals. Additionally, the post-election years of the SRSF govern-
ment were beset with the challenges of several economic downturns and unpopular
decisions that were primarily related to economic issues, such as the labor-market
negotiations, the center-left government tax reforms and the difficulties the govern-
ment had in addressing the consequences of the economic crisis.

At the 2015 parliamentary election the DF received 21 percent of all votes, which
placed the party second only to the Social Democrats (on 26 percent). The Liberals
got 19.5 percent and formed a minority cabinet with the Liberal Alliance (7 percent)
and the Conservatives (3.4 percent). In spite of the numbers, the DF did not ask for,
and did not expect to be offered, a role in the government. On the contrary, Kristian
Thulesen Dahl reckoned that the DF would once more be better served in support-
ing the government from the outside. This affected not only the political path the DF
followed and the strategies it adopted, but also the reactions to the party from the
government and the opposition parties.

PUBLIC OPINION AND THE DEBATED POLITICAL
ISSUES IN DENMARK

Since at least the late 1980s and the 1990s, the value dimension of politics (veerdi-
politik) has become a significant and influential force in Danish politics (Borre 2016:
118). Questions pertaining to immigration and asylum, the environment, LGBTQI
rights and other areas have contributed to the polarization of political debate and
public opinion. As early as the 1980s, the Danish immigration system was deemed by
many to be too generous and liberal in comparison to the other Nordic countries. At
the same time, discriminatory and exclusionary populist stances were already making
the headlines (Togeby 1997). Surveys indicated that there was increasing prejudice
and levels of concerns among Danes in relation to issues concerning immigration,
which indicated polarization but also highly ambivalent positions. Narratives about
immigration were fueled by the media, but also by the anti-immigrant and Islamopho-
bic campaign of the Progress Party.

Recent surveys (see e.g. Tryghedsmaling 2017) have suggested that the future of the
welfare state is a matter of general and deep concern among Danes. Fears that there
are »too many asylum seekers and migrants coming into the country« and anxieties
about what has been seen as the migrants’ unsuccessful integration into society are
mentioned by at least two out of three respondents. Danes worry about immigration
and integration more than, for instance, environmental issues and global warming.
In addition, the tightening up of immigration and asylum laws has been met with the
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TABLE 2: ATTITUDES TOWARD IMMIGRATION AMONG VOTERS FOR THE DF
AND OTHER DANISH PARTIES. PDI (PERCENTAGE DIFFERENCE INDEX:
STRONGLY AGREE/AGREE TO DISAGREE/STRONGLY DISAGREE)

Immigration is a threat SF S RV Vv K DF
to national culture
2001 -66 -66 -81 9 -6 73
2005 -60 -60 -66 16 -6 76
2007 -55 -55 -81 20 -15 69
2011 -60 -60 -74 6 -37 72
2015 -35 -35 -58 41 32 83
SF = Socialist People’s Party; S = Social Democrats; RV = Social Liberals;
V = Liberals; K = Conservatives; DF = Danish People’s Party

Source: Danish Election surveys, 2001-2015.

support of the majority of Danes. However, this position varies over time, and it can
be influenced by both specific events and the political and media discourse in the
short term. For example, if in 2011 voters still deemed stricter immigration rules to be
politically reasonable, many nonetheless wished to stop giving a lower level of social
security benefits to refugees, which they considered to unfairly discriminate between
Danes and others. Additionally, during the 2015 European so called ‘refugee crisis’,
after the sight of hundreds of refugees walking along a superhighway in a bid to
reach a place of refuge, public opinion shifted positively in the direction of a common
and solidarity-based European asylum policy and led to support for the possibility of
accepting more refugees from Syria and Iraq in particular.

Concerns about immigration and asylum are undoubtedly widespread among voters
across the political spectrum from left to right (DF: 74 percent; RV: 77 percent; V: 68
percent; Unity List [Enhedslisten]: 63 percent), although such concern can have dif-
ferent sources in terms of understanding the »problem« and its solutions. As already
noted, opinions fluctuate over time and across different socioeconomic groups.
Attitudes can be ambivalent at times, and also very polarized (see Table 2, Table 3
and Table 4). If, on the one hand, Danish public opinion supports social solidarity,
foreign aid and respect for human rights, on the other it is influenced by generalized
fears that connect immigration to deeper societal conflicts and threats to the welfare
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TABLE 3: VOTERS’" OPINIONS ON STRICTER LAWS
FOR IMMIGRATION AND ASYLUM

2001 2005 2007 2011 2015
Not strict enough 55.7 22.6 19.1 15.9 40.3
Sufficient 28.6 47.0 31.9 37.3 28.4
Too strict 1.1 26.8 46.0 37.3 22.8
Don't know 4.6 3.7 2.9 9.5 9.6
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100
Percgntage Differlence Index 246 w4 +26.9 214 175
(too strict to not strict enough)

Source: ). Goul Andersen (2016: 157). Danish election surveys and YouGov.

state, culture and identity, and national security. These stances are not new and can
be tracked back to the 1990s, a pattern that also suggests the strong influence these
attitudes have had on party choice and voting behaviour (Goul Andersen 2016: 150-
60), although they are not the only determining factor. Voters who hold more nega-
tive and prejudiced attitudes toward immigrants and refugees are more likely to vote
for the DF than those who do not.

My earlier statements in this chapter might suggest that »talking tough« in relation
to immigrants and refugees helps to win elections. In reality, this is not necessarily the
»winning formula«, for at least four good reasons: 1) attitudes toward the further
tightening up of immigration laws have varied from one election to another and are
still ambivalent; 2) voters who prioritize harsher regulation and have negative atti-
tudes toward immigrants continue to have a preference for the party with the most
clear-cut, anti-immigration agenda; 3) drawing on similar frameworks and strategies
does not help to create viable alternatives to address the appeal of exclusionary and
populist tactics, as radical, right-wing, populist parties across Europe have issue own-
ership in this area; and 4) migration policies based on strict, national interests prevent
the construction of European-based approaches focused on solidarity that can help
tackle migration flows on a larger scale and with long-term results.
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TABLE 4: RESPONSES TO THE STATEMENT THAT »REFUGEES AND IMMI-
GRANTS SHOULD HAVE THE SAME RIGHTS TO SOCIAL SUPPORT AS DANES,
EVEN IF THEY ARE NOT DANISH CITIZENS« (PERCENTAGE DIFFERENCE: DIS-
AGREE TO AGREE)

PARTY 2001 2005 2007 2011 2015
-67 -41 -70 -42 -14
Socialist People’s Party SF -28 -22 -32 -1 13
12 3 -4 21 32
Social Liberals RV -27 -22 -35 -2 -4
52 38 44 58 70
Conservatives K 44 38 41 46 67
46 62
Danish People’s Party DF 77 68 71 76 83
29 18 16 32 46

Source: Danish Election Surveys, 2001-2015.

COUNTERSTRATEGIES - FROM ISOLATION
TO COLLABORATION

William M. Downs (2012) mentions a number of strategies that mainstream parties in
Europe have adopted to respond to the societal and political threats, as well as demo-
cratic challenges, that are represented by the radical and populist right. He gives a few
options: ignoring, banning, co-opting or collaborating. Similarly, Tim Bale et al. (2009)
suggest a few other options for policy reactions that can be used by progressive parties
to respond to right-wing populism: holding, defusing or adopting. Through »holdingx,
the mainstream party »sticks to its guns« and holds on to its positions, maintaining its
principle strategy for electoral competition. By »defusing«, the party can engage in an
effort to lessen the impact of the new issue by simply putting its own ideas forward.
Finally, in »adopting«, the party can simply adopt or co-opt the competitor’s positions,
in the sense of: »If you can’'t beat them, join them«. Additionally, the choice of what
strategy to follow is also influenced by factors such as: 1) the overall strategy of the
parties on the mainstream right; 2) the level of internal consensus/disagreement within
the progressive party; and 3) the strategy adopted by other potential coalition partners.
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In terms of the situation in Denmark, strategies have shifted from isolation to ac-
commodation, collaboration and co-optation. Back in the 1980s, the Progress Party
was virtually alone in its anti-immigration and anti-Islamic stances. Anti-immigration
positions resonated with some groups in society, but center-right governments at
that point did not as yet have any interest in them, nor did they have any reason to
promote issues that did not pertain to the economy, particularly considering their
dependence on the Social Liberals (RV), who strongly supported a liberal approach to
immigration policy. A similar strategy was adopted to counter the DF surge in 1995 —
Poul Nyrup Rasmussen’s statement deeming the DF's entrance into parliament to be
unacceptable can be read in this way. This strategy was possible as the DF still held a
relatively marginal position at that time, and it was facilitated by the internal struc-
ture of and still relatively new organization of the party. However, it did not work

in the longer term — on the eve of the 2001 election there was a sudden change.
The DF declared that it would support the center-right block, and, by allowing this
endorsement, the Liberal and Conservative minority cabinet contributed toward le-
gitimizing the DF’s positions and politics. From 2001 to 2011, and again since 2015,
the DF has served as the main parliamentary basis for the Liberal minority coalition.?
As Bale observes (2003: 67), this move was »engineered by a center-right willing to
rely on former pariahs for legislative majorities«. Arguably, in the Danish context,
this was also done due to a lack of available alternatives, considering that the RV
had made a clear commitment to the center-left block. In terms of the politics of
values, the time was also right, and by adopting some of the populist right’s themes,
the center-right increased the importance of the DF. Once in office, the center-right
demonstrated its commitment to being tough on immigration, crime and the abuse
of the welfare system. Such politicization was very much the result of a stronger
focus on immigration from the mainstream right-wing parties (Green-Pedersen and
Krogstrup 2008), which were no longer encumbered by the RV and had no reason
not to use the issue to garner electoral support.

The Social Democrats tried initially to defuse the issue, but this option became
increasingly difficult, since immigration and integration are often listed among the
main concerns of the electorate. The Social Democrats were also internally split and
in a state of disagreement; not only did the party have to deal with the managing
of the coalition (and particularly with the RV), but the party itself was also internally
divided. Since at least the 1980s, mayors from the Aarhus and neighboring Copen-

2 These were minority cabinets formed by the Liberal and Conservative parties (VK) in the period
2001-11. The Liberals, Liberal Alliance and the Conservative Party have formed the government since 2015 (VLAK).
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hagen municipalities had called for a radical change of direction within the party and
the media (see, e.g. Jensen 2000). The mayors' complaints about having to bear the
burden at municipal level in terms of refugees and immigration ignited a controversy,
which included sharp criticism of the perceived failure of Muslim immigrants to adjust
to and integrate into Danish society. The mayors accused the »guest workers« who
had come to the country in the 1970s of misusing the welfare system, a circumstance
which was attributed predominantly to their cultural background (Yilmaz 2016: 126).
The mayors’ position generated both criticism and support within the party’s rank and
file, but ten years of a center-right government propped up by populist, radical, right-
wing support ultimately weakened the critical voices. In 2007 a new party, the New
Alliance (Ny Alliance) — a forerunner of today's party in government, the Liberal Alli-
ance — made efforts to stem the tide of anti-immigration policies and to counter the
spread of anti-immigrant and anti-Islamic rhetoric in general. The New Alliance tried
to mobilize against the main political bloc by gathering under the slogan »Enough

is enough« (Nok er nok), addressing the DF's increasing political influence on issues
related to immigration and integration. Despite the high expectations generated by
opinion polls, the New Alliance achieved a vote share lower than 3 percent. After this
it is worth noting that the New Alliance changed both its program and its name, to
Liberal Alliance, and since late 2016 it has joined the current three-party, center-right,
minority cabinet coalition (VLAK). Similarly, the Social Democrats, under the leader-
ship of Mogens Lykketoft, tried in 2007 to keep the immigration issue to the margins
of electoral campaigning but without much success.

At the 2011 elections, which were won by the center-left, the issues of immigra-

tion and asylum played only a minor role. The consequences of the economic crisis
brought other more important issues to the fore of the electoral agenda (Goul Ander-
sen 2016: 142). The strategy of the center-left was to try to defuse the issue, bringing
in other topics such as labor-market reform and a future program for socioeconomic
development up to the year 2020. To the extent that it was possible, issues related

to immigration and asylum were put off as post-election decisions, thus also delaying
possible conflicts with the Social Liberals. The government encountered difficulties
soon after the elections (Olsen 2013: 138) as a result of the compromises on welfare
and the economy that the left-wing (S and SF) had made to enter into government
with the Social Liberals. Tax reform, failed collective wage agreements in 2013 and
the issue of unemployment benefits (dagpengereform), which had been curtailed un-
der the previous government with the support of the Social Liberals, undermined the
center-left government’s popularity.

With the election of 2015 in sight, the Social Democrats opted for stricter positions
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on immigration and asylum policies. The party launched a campaign that simultane-
ously addressed refugees and economic migrants coming to Denmark and the issue
of social dumping. The party’s posters linked Helle Thorning Schmidt to the slogans:
»Tighter asylum regulations and more obligations for immigrants« or »If you come to
Denmark, you must work«. To win back some of the votes lost to the DF, the Social
Democrats made use of terminology and rhetoric that frequently associated the triad
of Denmark, the Danes and the welfare state vis-a-vis foreigners and those considered
not (or not yet) belonging to the community. However, this approach was arguably al-
ready squarely in the DF’s territory, and the Social Democrat’s strategy appeared to be
an onerous task for them, both in terms of trying to win voters over and in shaping a
more inclusive understanding of the people and the nation.

Under the leadership of Mette Frederiksen, who succeeded Helle Thorning Schmidt
after defeat in the 2015 election, the Social Democrats’ shift to the right became
even more explicit. The current strategy of the Social Democrats relies on both
adopting and collaborating. Frederiksen has, for example, publicly asserted that
Danish policies for integration are flawed. She publicly declared that the mayors
were right when they complained about Muslims being »incapable of integrat-
ing«. This took the Social Democrats a step closer to the DF. Additionally, the Social
Democrats have accepted the decision taken by the center-right to ultimately reject
UN refugee quotas, to give the country time to integrate those already in Denmark.
The party also suggests that the influx of immigrants should be stopped by making
border controls permanent and helping refugees in their neighboring countries. The
classic Social Democratic motto of »Duties before rights« is today primarily used to
address immigrants and ethnic minorities. The emphasis here is arguably on duties,
while rights seem to come in second place and do not attract the same degree of
concern. Additionally, individual rather than collective duties and rights have gained
traction in the Social Democratic political action frame. In this vein, the Social
Democrats have fully embraced a workfare position that is based on an idea of a
homogeneous society with limits to solidarity and inclusiveness, which is poten-
tially threatened by racial, ethnic, cultural and religious diversity. Such an outlook
concludes with the idea that refugees should be helped, but predominantly in their
own countries, and can come here only when they can be integrated into Danish
society. This concept is formulated by Mette Frederiksen as follows (Frederiksen
qguoted in Information 21.01.2016):

Do your duty, claim your rights — but precisely in this order: this is the prerequisite
for successful integration. When you come to Denmark you must do your duty —
and thereafter you can demand your rights. But this has been turned around, and
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we must be honest with ourselves and say that a lot of people have claimed their
rights, but without doing their duty. This has had huge consequences for our soci-
ety, not just socioeconomic but also cultural and in terms of values.

The choice of what policy position to pursue on questions of immigration and asylum
has not only polarized ideological positions between parties, but also within them.
Today the Social Democrats’ value positions seem not to differ significantly from
those of the right-wing parties. Up until this point, however, this rightward turn has
not yet been electorally successful, or at least not to the extent that some within

the party might have hoped. For instance, it has not done much to stop the popu-
list right's command of the issue of immigration. To win back power it seems that it
is still necessary to avoid or counter-frame issues relating to immigration and focus
on other policy fields, such as welfare, the challenges of the global economy, and
social and economic inequality. Here the center—periphery cleavage seems to have
regained importance; people at the geographic and social periphery feel themselves
to be further away from what is decided centrally. Reinvesting economic and political
resources at the local level could contribute toward closing this gap, particularly if this
also involves forms of participatory and more inclusive democracy.

The Danish case speaks to the normalization and accommodation of radical, right-wing
populism. Across the political spectrum, approaches to immigration and asylum, which
were earlier championed primarily by the DF, are today largely exploited by the Liberal
Party and Conservatives on the center-right, but increasingly also by the Social Demo-
crats on the center-left. The Social Liberals can still be considered the antagonists in this
narrative when it comes to immigration and asylum, but support for them has dropped
and the party’s positioning on economic issues is unlikely to appeal to populist voters.
The political influence of the new party Alternative and of the Unity List is also still too
marginal to make a difference. The efforts of the mainstream parties to keep exclu-
sionary, identity-based politics at bay in Denmark have been timid and short-lived, but
neither normalization nor adoption have helped to shake the DF from its position. The
party is solidly consolidated within the current Danish political landscape, something
few would have predicted at the end of the 1990s.
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MEDIA COVERAGE AND NEW CHANNELS OF
COMMUNICATION IN DANISH POLITICS

Research conducted between 2009 and 2012 on the editorials and opinion pieces of
the main newspapers in the four Nordic countries (Hellstrom, Hagelund, Meret and
Petterson, forthcoming) has revealed that the Danish mainstream printed press has
moved from a critical/negative tone to a generally positive tone on the role played
by the DF in Danish politics and society. The DF is today considered by most of the
Danish press to be a normal and widely accepted political actor. Critical positions
are still taken toward the party when it holds views that are deemed too radical in
relation to immigration and Islam. These reactions are also prompted by concerns
about the country’s reputation on an international level, as, for instance, became

an issue in the wake of the controversial »jewelry law«, which allowed the police to
seize valuables worth in excess of 10,000 kroner from newly arrived asylum seekers
to help pay for their stay. Another example of negative international attention oc-
curred when the Minister for Immigration, Integration and Housing, Inger Stagjberg,
advertised in Lebanese newspapers that Denmark had reduced the amount of social
benefits given to newly arrived refugees and had further tightened the rules for fam-
ily reunion (Politiko, 9.7.2015).

The relationship between the DF and the mainstream media, and in particular the
state-owned media, has always been rather strained. As the DF's Morten Mess-
erschmidt has said, the public Danish radio and television broadcasting company
Danmarks Radio (DR) »misuses Danish taxpayers’ money mainly to broadcast left-
leaning TV and radio« and »DR is an institution that in its work is completely de-
tached from reality« (Berlingske, 8.21.2017). According to Messerschmidt, who back
in 2002 launched the Association of Critical DR License Payers, of which he was also
the chairman, the DR’s budget needs to be »put on the financial law agenda«. This
is eventually what was suggested in the »media agreement« (medieforlig), which

is presently under discussion between the government and the DF and is awaiting
support from the other parties. The points being discussed include a budget cut for
DR, which will see the economic support it receives reduced by 20 percent over the
next five years. At the same time, the public media license is to be abolished and
replaced by an income tax contribution. This will strongly affect the DR’s finances
and arguably also the quality of the broadcasting media. Although the measure was
achieved with the agreement of the parties of government and the DF, it is difficult
not to see this as yet another success for the DF. Over the years, DF politicians have
been among the most outspoken critics of the public media. Back in 2003, when DF
parliamentarian Sgren Krarup had been appointed as the political member of the
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DR board, he declared that he would »do anything in his power to counterattack«
what he saw as »one-sided DR propaganda« and the use of »insults continuously
addressed against critical voices« in politics and society (Krarup, quoted in Ber-
lingske 2.25.2003). Recently Sgren Espersen attacked the DR's managing directors
for broadcasting radical, left-wing propaganda in relation to the screening of the
popular TV series Denmark’s History (Historien om Danmark, see Espersen 2017). The
agreement, which was mainly framed by the government as a measure to streamline
the budget for publicly owned media and enhance market competition, will arguably
also benefit the DF in other ways.

Many right-wing, populist parties have been early and innovative social media users.
The use of online media was initially for the DF a strategy for gaining visibility, not
least considering the difficulties of bypassing what the DF considered the general
mainstream media disfavor. Additionally, radical right and right-wing populist politi-
cians have successfully utilized digital media, intuiting the potential of digital commu-
nication as it has become increasingly relevant. Social media platforms like Facebook
and Twitter have provided them with effective, low-cost, and readily available tools
through which politicians can share messages, criticize the establishment and interact
with followers virtually undisturbed.

The DF was, for example, among the first parties in Denmark to develop a party
homepage. As early as the late 1990s, they used the Web to facilitate information-
sharing, dissemination, issue campaigning and so on. However, when it comes to
the use of the digital media, populist parties and actors have been much less recep-
tive to new participatory and democratic communication strategies and potentials
in social media. Apart from the wish to control both in- and outgoing communica-
tion, there have been very few attempts to initiate and enhance forms of diffuse
interactivity and dialogue by means of the Web. Instead, the use of digital media by
the party seems to function as a guarantor of existing party hierarchies, top-down
approaches to political communication and exclusionary messages. A DF member
of parliament (Interview at the Folkemgdet on Bornholm, June 2013) declared the
following, for example:

| use Facebook every day. | write what | mean. Sometimes a journalist brings [the
message] up and writes more on the same issue. In this way, | am perhaps asked
to join a media debate at a later point. Consequently, social media has some
power, and it is also interesting to read what people write. There are also many
crazy people (on the Internet), but | generally do not comment on my Facebook
profile. There are some who are knowledgeable, but very many are not.
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A fellow member of the DF (interview at Folkemadet, June 2013) commented that
social media platforms are for him a tool from which »to start a debate«, although
»traditional media can still reach out to many more people. [...] Four thousand friends
on Facebook is very little compared to a public media debate, where there are maybe
up to 150,000c«.

Right-wing populist parties use the Internet as a tool for self-promotion and to dis-
seminate their own messages rather than as an alternative platform from which to
establish a broader and more participatory democratic debate that includes contribu-
tions from below. Social media is not used to question the centralized and hierarchi-
cal communication strategies of these parties, which are still managed and con-
trolled by the party’s central organs. But taking a closer look, the decentralized and
anti-hierarchical approach also does not characterize the other mainstream parties’
use of social media (Pajnik and Meret 2017: 36-52).

The potential for the mobilization of citizens and their participation through the
Web 2.0 remains largely unexplored by mainstream progressive parties as well.
These have not yet, or not sufficiently, appreciated the potentials and also the
pitfalls of social media use. This means that social media represents a useful plat-
form for counteracting right-wing, exclusionary, populist messages and activity, and
it can also reach various sections of the population. This also includes the need to
set up and make use of educational programs that can help inform and educate,
particularly the younger generations, about civic responsibilities and how to combat
discrimination and racism on the Web.

LANGUAGE AND POLITICS - THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
NATION, PEOPLE AND THE WELFARE STATE

Danish politics builds upon the intimate ideological and semantic relationship be-
tween nation, people and the welfare state. This nexus dates back to the 1930s,
when the governing Social Democratic Party contributed toward the redefinition

of which people belonged to the nation by linking the idea of »homeland« to »the
people’s« struggle for democracy and social welfare. This reframing contributed to-
ward creating and consolidating the consensus around the meaning of »the people,
which, as it is understood in national discourse, refers at one and the same time to
the nation, democracy and social questions. Particularly during the first half of the
twentieth century, the combination of nation, democracy and welfare was used to re-
solve conflicts across the social classes through investing in the growth of the Danish
welfare state. The Social Democratic Party played a key role in this political project.
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In the 1930s the Social Democratic Party negotiated a national agreement with the
Liberals, which at that time represented in particular the strong peasant organiza-
tions; the »Kanslergade Agreement« (Kanslergadeforliget) introduced reforms that
helped to establish the Danish model for the welfare state, as we know it today. The
Social Democratic motto was »Denmark for the people« (Danmark for folket), which
was quickly also echoed by the Swedish Social Democratic Party in their slogan »the
people’s home« (folkhemmet). The Nordic Social Democrats thus transformed from

a class-based party into a »people’s party«, aided by nationalism with a social base,
which is also called »welfare nationalism«. Arguably, this approach contained some
of the seeds that developed into restrictive and exclusionary understandings of the
community of people, belonging and social cohesion. The Danish case illustrates well
how discursive struggles over how to understand the terms »the people« and »the
nation« may lead to conflicting interpretations in different historical periods and na-
tional contexts. Through examining the recent Social Democratic campaigns, it is clear
that the struggle still revolves around the construction of concepts or signifiers such
as Denmark, Danishness (Danskhed) and the Dane, which occurs today in the con-
text of a globalized and increasingly internationalized world. It is notable, however,
that when strictly ethnic and national components win out over other more inclusive
understandings of social bonds and bridges within a national community, it is difficult
to create alternative counter-frames that function successfully. As | mentioned in the
previous sections, the Social Democrats have lots to gain (or lose) in this area. As the
historian Ove Korsgaard observes (2004: 422),

The Social Democratic understanding of the nation and the national community is
not bound up with being born into the national community, but in being part of
the social community. And the relationship between the social and the national in
the community only exists if you always consider yourself to be both a part of the
nation and a member of the community.

This quite clearly illustrates the limits of the ethnonational approach and the nec-
essary complementarity of the national and the social. In this sense, the emphasis
should not be placed so much on »being born into« but rather »becoming part of«
the nation. Such an understanding would also benefit greatly from a discursive shift
of focus away from what makes us different, incompatible and oppositional toward
what connects us, qualifies us and allows us to exist within the community.

Another area of political and discursive struggle, as well as political antagonism, is
gender. The close relationship between gender and the universal Scandinavian welfare
state has also become a subject that has attracted populist exclusionary interpretations,
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namely when gender is used to attack Islam as a backward-looking, oppressive, patri-
archal, and male chauvinist religion and culture. The DF's 2007 Working Program (DF
2007) assigns a whole section to gender equality, in which the party promises to stand
up for equal rights between men and women and the equal rights of gays and lesbians.
At the same time, the party unequivocally opposes any form of gender ma instreaming,
gender-based quotas or affirmative action to achieve further progress on promoting
equal rights for women and gays and lesbians in the country. The DF is, for instance,
explicitly against same-sex marriage and the use of medically assisted reproduction and
of adoption by same-sex couples. Considerable space was also devoted in their program
to addressing what they see as the specific problem the Muslim community presents in
relation to women'’s and gay and lesbian rights. This shows that the DF’s interest in and
commitment to these rights has some inherent contradictions (Meret and Siim 2013).
Questions pertaining to gender roles and gender equality seem to be inconsistent with
some of their views on the family and associated values, which are still supported by
the party and mainly correspond to the heteronormative family model (kernefamilie).

Scholars have often interpreted the turn toward gender libertarianism by right-wing
populists as an expression of new forms of nationalism, but they have come to differ-
ing conclusions. The modernization of values in relation to homosexuality and gen-
der equality has been seen as an expression of liberalism, although feminist scholars
have advanced alternative interpretations, such as the identification of exclusionary
intersectionality (Siim and Mokre 2013). Exclusionary intersectionality can be found in
the support of women’s rights to primarily target women from ethnic minorities. This
approach has recently been conceptualized through terms such as »homonationalism«
(Puar 2007) and »femonationalism« (Farris 2017). The concept of homonationalism,
which was introduced by the queer studies scholar Jasbir Puar (2007), describes the
new ways in which LGBTQI rights have strategically been used to mobilize against
Muslims and to racialize non-Western others. Homonationalism is an analytical cat-
egory that is used as a means to understand and historicize how and why it has sud-
denly become desirable for nations to be seen as LGBTQI-friendly, a shift that has also
been promoted among nationalist parties and movements. Femonationalism (Farris
2017) describes how the dominant explanations of right-wing populism are unable

to account for right-wing parties’ support for women’s rights, and in some cases also
gay and lesbian rights. According to Farris, populism should not be understood as a
master signifier of contemporary right-wing politics vis-a-vis women and non-Western
migrants, but rather as a political style or a rhetorical device whose conceptual signi-
fier is situated within nationalism and nationalist thinking and its historical (racist)
institutions. Here right-wing nationalist, anti-immigrant and anti-Islamic campaigns
give gender issues a newly central position; these campaigns have started to adopt the
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language of women’s rights and gender equality, which are seen as central to national
or European/Western values and civilization. Femonationalism is not only present in
right-wing populist discourses, but it is also widely used by nationalists, neoliberals,
anti-Islamic (and anti-immigrant) campaigns, as well as by certain feminists and wom-
en’s organizations as well as top-ranking bureaucrats in state gender equality agencies
- often termed »femocrats« - in the process of stigmatizing Muslims (Farris 2017; 3).
The broader definitions of homo- and femonationalism risk losing their critical edge
when one studies women'’s and homosexual rights within specific right-wing, populist
organizations, but by studying these aspects one also see the dangers that can con-
front those who try to inhabit, and also directly contend, with such discursive frames.

CONCLUSION

Right-wing populism has been accommodated and normalized within Danish politics.
This has made counterstrategies and counter-frames less readily available and more
difficult to construct for progressive forces in politics and in civil society. This chap-
ter has argued that the present political situation is partly the result of a more than
decade-long cooperation between the center-right parties and the Danish People’s
Party. From 2001 until 2011, and then again from 2015, the Danish People’s Party
acted as the supporting party for the governing minority coalition. This has given the
party the favorable double role of government maker and government shaker. The
two roles only appear to be in opposition, and the combination allowed the Dan-

ish People’s Party to apply considerable political pressure to achieve several concrete
policy results. This also allowed the party to continue to criticize the political system
and status quo without being perceived as inconsistent due to the party’s involvement
with and active support of the government’s politics. Interestingly, from this position
the Danish People’s Party has also been able to appeal to social-democratic voters by
arguing that the party is the only real representative of the social-democratic spirit
and tradition of supporting welfare. The Social Democrats have responded by us-

ing different counterstrategies, trying to either ignore or defuse the appeal of the
populists” anti-immigrant, identity-based political and anti-Islamic positions. However,
the previous sections of this chapter suggest that this has been done without the
strength that was anticipated, and perhaps also without the necessary conviction.

In its place, the Social Democrats have in recent years preferred to co-opt and ac-
commodate right-wing populist and exclusionary positions. These tend to reinforce
narrow understandings of the Danish community and social cohesion, which is based
on ethno-nationalist criteria that have serious implications for welfare and civil rights.
By trading on similar discursive and narrative patterns used by the right-wing popu-
lists, the Social Democrats have contributed toward normalizing these attitudes and



RECLAIMING ACTION — PROGRESSIVE STRATEGIES IN TIMES OF GROWING RIGHT-WING POPULISM 35

politics, and they have also moved a further step away from their historical role as
supporters of a universal welfare model.

But while political alternatives to populism seem to be going through difficult times,
parts of civil society are acting against passivity (Siim and Meret 2018, forthcom-

ing). Pro-migrant, anti-discrimination and solidarity-based groups, for example,

have emerged in response to the discrimination and lack of solidarity that are often
embedded within the stricter immigration, asylum and integration regulations that
have been approved by past governments. Supporters of migration, as well as anti-
racist and solidarity-promoting activists, are some of the louder critical voices against
exclusionary, right-wing populism and social and economic inequality in today’s politi-
cal climate. Their activities and voluntary engagement at the local level have brought
up relevant questions about how Nordic welfare states in the present and future

can learn to deal with issues of differentiated citizenship, basic rights and recogni-
tion based on practices that promote interactions between Danish citizens and the
inclusion of immigrants, refugees and of other marginalized groups within society.
This entails using new methods to work against the spread of fear and anxiety about
how some of these groups are threatening the country’s welfare state, social cohesion
and national culture and identity. If, on the one hand, the mainstreaming of identity-
based and populist-driven discourses within the neoliberal socioeconomic order is cur-
rently thriving, the various opportunities developed from below can help to redefine
solidarity and cohesion within a context of increasingly diverse and pluralist societies.
This calls for the creation of a more audacious political project by the progressive par-
ties that is able to generate frameworks and inclusive visions that offer an alternative
to the current hegemonic neoliberal model.
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Ketil Raknes

NORWAY - HOW TO DEAL
WITH THE PETROPOPULIST
FREMSKRITTSPARTIET IN OFFICE?

The political scientist David Art (2011) points out that the greatest challenge for the
right-wing populist parties has been themselves. The history of right-wing populism

is full of parties that have been destroyed by factional struggles, an inability to get

rid of racist and criminal elements, and a weak and poorly educated membership
base. Initially many observers dismissed the Progress Party (Fremskrittspartiet, FrP) as a
short-lived protest party. However, since the mid-1990s the party has become increas-
ingly institutionalized and has experienced a long period of electoral success (Jupskas,
2015). The persistent strengthening of the party is the main reason why FrP is consid-
ered one of the strongest right-wing populist parties in Europe today (Art 2011).

Part of the reason for FrP’s success is that it was not initially a right-wing populist
party. Unlike the Danish People’s Party and the Sweden Democrats, FrP gradually de-
veloped from a libertarian tax-revolt party into a right-wing populist party during the
1980s. The libertarian roots of FrP still impact FrP’s political profile and have strength-
ened the party’s »reputational shield«, enabling it to fend off accusations of racism
and Nazism (lvarsflaten 2006). Even though immigration is the most important issue
for FrP and its voters, the party has been able to avoid becoming a single-issue party
and has gradually expanded its portfolio of attractive policy positions. FrP has consid-
erable issue ownership on issues such as health care, taxes, transportation and care
for the elderly. Thus, the party is able to pull off decent election results even when
the immigration issue is not very salient.

FrP’s success has partly been built on opposition to and relentless critique of the es-
tablished parties. Consequently, many observers expected FrP to go into rapid decline
after the party entered the government in 2013. Up until the refugee crisis the price
of power was considerable for FrP, and their coalition partners prevented them from
pushing through a more restrictive immigration policy. The local elections in 2015
gave FrP a miserable 10 percent.
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After the refugee crisis, FrP’s fortunes changed and the party was able to gain

from their ownership of the immigration issue. Furthermore, the party was able to
develop the »one foot in, one foot out« strategy further, with the parliament group
repeatedly protesting the decisions of their own ministers in order to keep the base
happy. This strategy has been exercised by right-wing populist parties all over Eu-
rope with considerable success (Zaslove 2012).

The debate around FrP in Norway can be summed up in two words: Sylvi Listhaug.
Sylvi Listhaug, who took over the position of Minister of Migration and Integration
in December 2015, has been a massive public relations success for FrP. Listhaug has
polarized the debate on immigration and »normalized« right-wing populist rhetoric
in a way that has given her a segment of strong followers. When she became Min-
ister of Justice following the election in 2017, the debate intensified as to the kind
of rhetoric that could be tolerated from a government minister. Thus, with Listhaug,
FrP has strengthened its position as the »indecent other« and most of the discourse
around the party revolves around the limits of political decency (Hagelund, 2003).
From an electoral viewpoint, this situation is probably favorable for FrP, and in the
aftermath of the election, support for FrP has been steady at around 14 percent.
However, Listhaug's last clash with the rest of the political elite concerning an of-
fensive Facebook post has weakened her political standing considerably. The contro-
versy forced Listhaug to leave her position as Minister of Justice and created an en-
raged debate on the limits of democratic discourse in Norway. The main argument
against Listhaug, which she was never able to fend off, was that her accusation
that the Labor Party »thinks terrorists’ rights are more important than the nation’s
security« crossed the line into the realm of right-wing extremism and conspiracy
theories. For the parliament majority that supported a no-confidence vote against
Listhaug, the issue was to set a standard for Norwegian political culture. Thus, the
case of Sylvi Listhaug is an important reminder that challenging the discourse of
right-wing populists could be a powerful counter-strategy.

THE FREMSKRITTSPARTIET - FROM THE MARGINS
INTO THE MAINSTREAM

The Progress Party was founded at a meeting at the cinema Saga Kino in Oslo on
April 8, 1973. The main address was given by Anders Lange, for whom the party
was named Anders Lange’s Party for a Strong Reduction in Taxes, Duties and Public
Intervention, commonly known as Anders Lange’s Party, and abbreviated ALP. After
Anders Lange's death in 1974 Carl | Hagen became chairman of the party and in
1977 it changed its name from ALP to FrP
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Since its founding in 1973 FrP has been controversial, but it has gradually been
integrated as a legitimate actor in the Norwegian party system. Unlike in countries
such as Sweden and Germany there has never been any effective »cordon sanitaire«
against the FrP. Thus, already in 1987 FrP started to cooperate with other political
parties at the local level. Furthermore, due to its liberal roots the party has been able
to attract members with political ambitions and university education (Art 2011).

The support for FrP in Norwegian elections has increased steadily over time (see
Figure 2). This support reached its highest levels in the elections in 2005 and 2009,
with 22.1 and 22.9 percent respectively. FrP’s growth has caused considerable stra-
tegic problems for both the Conservative Party and the Labor Party. For a long time
the Conservative Party tried to isolate FrP and resisted cooperation on the national
level. However, in order to stop the bleeding of voters the solution for the Conser-
vatives has become to »tame the shrew« by inviting FrP into the government (Jup-
skas, 2016). The counterstrategies of the Labor Party have been both moral outrage
and adoption of some of FrP positions on the immigration issue. Particularly under
the red-green government from 2005 to 2013 the Labor Party managed to neutral-

FIGURE 2: FRP’S SUPPORT IN PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS
FROM 1973 TO 2017 (IN PERCENTAGE)
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ize FrP through a stricter immigration policy. FrP’s continued pressure on the im-
migration issue has forced both the Conservative Party and the Labor Party to move
their policy positions in a more restrictive direction (Simonnes, 2013). Even though
they have made political concessions they have not made any rhetorical and stra-
tegic concessions. They have not tried to imitate FrP’s nativist discourse and refrain
from politicizing the immigration issue during election campaigns.

The 2017 election was an unexpected success for FrP. Even though the party lost
two percent compared to the 2013 election it managed to hold on to all its seats in
the parliament. One of the main reasons for this electoral success was the ability to
keep the immigration issue® at the center of the campaign even though the number
of asylum seekers was at a record low. Here Sylvi Listhaug turned out to be a valu-
able asset for FrP. In the middle of the campaign she orchestrated a trip to Rinkeby
in Sweden pretending to warn Norwegian voters about the long-term consequences
of a liberal immigration policy. Rinkeby is prominently displayed in international
media coverage as one of the segregated areas in Sweden with high unemployment
rates and occasional clashes between adolescents and police. The trip garnered
massive media attention in both Norwegian and Swedish media and shifted the
agenda in the election to more favorable terrain for FrP.

The 2017 election was a disaster for the Labor Party, which had its second worst
election since the Second World War. The reasons for the electoral defeat are
manifold but the inability to handle the political and rhetorical challenges from FrP
is part of the explanation. The party was solidly outmaneuvered on the immigration
issue. The most striking change from 2013 to 2017 was the increased salience and
importance of the immigration issue. The number of voters who thought that im-
migration was the most important issue in the election more than doubled, from 12
to 28 percent. At the same time the Labor Party lost confidence on the issue even
from its own voters. The election in 2017 was the first time the immigration issue
had been the most important issue for Norwegian voters. Thus, if this trend contin-
ues the prospect of an electoral comeback for the Labor Party is bleak. At the same
time the Labor Party suffered from a loss in confidence on several other issues such
as the economy, education and health care. A major strategic blunder for the party
was that it gambled that the economic downturn for the petroleum industry would
still continue during the election. However, just before and during the election the

3 The full report from the Norwegian Election Study has not yet been published. The data here is from a prelimi-
nary analysis by Karlsen and Bergh (2018).
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economy improved considerably and the unemployment rate fell. Thus, the Labor
Party’s crisis message was not credible and the party was forced to shift strategy
during the election.

FREMSKRITTSPARTIET - THE POLITICAL CHAMELEON

What, then, is the basis for FrP’s continued success in Norwegian politics? Part of the
explanation can be found in the immigration issue. The immigration issue is the most
important issue for FrP’s voters and the party has consistently held on to the owner-
ship of the immigration issue. Consequently, each time the immigration debate flares
up, FrP usually increases its standing in the polls. Opposition to immigration has been
framed in non-racist terms and the most common frames are immigrants as an eco-
nomic burden, welfare exploiters, cultural threat, security problems and the challenge
of illiberalism (Jupskas 2015). The large number of frames employed by FrP shows the
flexibility of the issue and FrP has been clever in exploiting these in order to keep the
immigration issue salient.

However, the immigration issue tells only half the story. FrP’s continued success is
also due to the party’s ability to broaden its profile and avoid becoming a single-issue
party. FrP has considerable issue ownersh