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Sweden's party system has for long bad a number of distinctive 
characteristics. 

It has been the simplest in any of the democracies. In no other country has 
the basic left-right scale accounted for such a great deal of party structure 
and electoral behaviour. Sweden has not bad any notable cleavages along 
dimensions such as language, religion and ethnic identity. The one dimension 
tending to supplement the left-right scale has been the urban-rural axis, owing 
to: (a) the _geographical size of the country; (b) its sparse population; (c) its 
uniquely rapid transition from agrarian to modern industrial society, with 
all the movements of population, great social changes and culture shocks 
this implied (Sweden bad the world's highest economic growth rate between 
1870 and 1940); and {d) its large landed agrarian class. 

It has been one of the most 'frozen'. The first election based on full and 
equal suffrage for the entire adult population, in 1921, produced a line-up 
of the parties in the Riksdag as shown in Figure 1 on following page. 

Along the left-right scale there were four parties: the Communists, the 
Social Democrats, the Liberals and the Conservatives. In addition there 
was the rural, agrarian Farmers' Union. These five parties continued to 
make up the Riksdag until the 1988 election. They may have changed 
names (the Farmers' Union, for instance is now the Centre Party) and 
social composition, but they have kept themselves in and others out. 

No other democracy has had such a dominant party as Sweden's Social 
Democratic Party. There have been other parties canvassing equally large 
numbers of votes {Australia's Labour, Ireland's Fianna Fail) or retaining 
office for just as many years {the Belgian Christian-Social Party), but no 
other party can boast the same combination of stable electoral following, in 
the region of 50 per cent, and prolonged, mostly solitary tenure of power. 
Between 1932 and 1976 Sweden was governed uninterruptedly for 44 years, 
by a Social Democratic prime minister. Sweden has bad a Social Democratic 
prime minister for 53 of the 59 years since 1932, when the Social Democratic 
hegemony first came into being. Other features of its unique standing are: ( a) 
the close bonds between Social Democracy anda trade union movement with 
the world's highest unionisation rate {LO, the national union organisation of 
manual workers, is included in the party, and the leadership ofTCO, LO's 
white-collar counterpart, is entirely dominated by Social Democrats); and 
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{b) the Swedish govemment's control of by far the biggest public sector in 
the world (public revenue in 1990 amounted to 66 per cent of GNP). 

Will these and other specific, stable characteristics of Swedish politics 
�ui:vive d��ng the ��90s or is Sweden on the verge of radical changes 
m 1ts trad1t1�nal p<>htlcal system? Prime minister Ingvar Carlsson already 
began refernng, m the autumn of 1988, to Sweden's acquisition of a 'new 
political landscape'. Election studies, too, reveal vital changes as do the 
social scientists {known as the Power Distribution Commission) who in 
Jul� 1�90 completed a special report on the distribution of power. One 
maJor 1ssue concerns the extent to which the 1991 election would reflect 
the new tendencies which were already at work during the 1980s. 

The following discussion focuses on five changes which, taken together, 
are of such magnitude that one can justifiably speak of a turning-point 
in Swedish political history: (a) the appearance of new parties and their 
effects on the formation of governments; {b) the difficulties faced by Social 
Democracy; (c) the dissolution of authority in Swedish society; (d) the 
growing constraints on the nation state; and (e) the appearance of new 
political issues and cleavages. 

The Riksdag 1922 
(second chamber, 230 seats) 
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FIGURE 1 

During the 1970s and 1980s, Sweden moved towards a clear-cut system 
of two blocs. Increasing numbers of voters fell in with this bloc mentality, 
and the proportion moving across the bloc boundaries steadily declined. 

One basis of government formation was set by the Social Democrats, who 
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bad lost some of their electoral following but could still count on about 44 
per cent of the votes and, moreover, could depend on Communist support 
for the election of a premier. The alternative basis was made up of the three 
non-socialist parties (Liberals, Conservatives and Centre). With luck, they 
could conceivably commaod a majority in the Riksdag, as happened in the 
1976 and 1979 elections. In every election campaign during the 1970s and 
1980s the three non-socialist parties declared their intention of forming 
a joint, three-party govemment if they won a majority, and at the 1988 
election they presented more joint govemmental programmes than ever 
before. By the mid-1980s it looked as if the effective competition between 
two blocs was in for further rationalisation. Swedeo seemed to be heading 
for a two-party system. At the 1985 election the conservative Moderate 
Party was absolutely paramount on the noo-socialist side, scoring over 30 
per cent in opinion polls. 

Today, at the beginning of the 1990s, the scene has been quite trans­
formed. The middle-of-the-road noo-socialists- Liberals and Centre- have 
recovered, added to which a new party, the Greens, entered the Riksdag as 
a result of the 1988 election, and in the 1991 election another new party, 
the Christian Democrats, bad a fair chance of winoing representation. 
Instead of boiling down into two parties, a future Riksdag could consist 
of 7-8 parties. The oligopoly of the old parties has been broken, and the 
questioo of govemmental power has taken on a completely new look. This 
change reflects the Swedish electoral system, which gives full proportional 
representation to all parties with at least 4 per cent of votes cast; a party 
surmounting the threshold acquires at least 14 seats and thus has a good 
chance of taking up a pivotal position. 

The Swedish political laodscape over the years has presented five 
conceivable majority govemmeotal combinations, according to the size 
of the parties, their political proximity and the situation in the country at 
large: (a) a Social Democratic govemment with Communist support, (b) a 
non-socialist govemment, (c) a Social Democratic-Ceotre coalition, (d) a 
Social Democratic-Liberal coalition, and (e) a grand coalition govemment 
of the four democratic parliamentary parties. The first combination has 
usually predominated. The second occurred between 1976 and 1982. The 
third was in office between 1936 and 1939 and again between 1951 and 
1957. The fourth was in office duriog the final breakthrough of democracy 
between 1917 and 1920 and was contemplated at various points during the 
1970s and 1980s. The fifth held office during the war and has been discussed 
at times of economic crisis. Yet Sweden is now faced with the prospect of 
a transformation of its political landscape which can sweep away all five of 
the majority-based constellations familiar to us from the history of Swedish 
democracy. 
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From the standpoint of 1990, it seemed that the Social Democrats and 
�ommunists would be unlikely to gain a majority on their own in 1991, 
m the event of the Greens retaining their Riksdag representation and the 
Christian Democrats (a non-socialist party) also getting in. Moreover, the 
Social Democrats bad come to the conclusion that the Communist Party was 
too unstable and populist to be capable of supporting the pragmatic policies 
which the economy requires. It seemed, too, that the old non-socialist parties 
would also be unlikely to gain a majority. Central issues of the 1990s, such 
as nuclear power and Sweden joining the EC, deviate in any case from 
the left-right perspective of the traditional political blocs; on these issues, 
Conservatives and Liberals are diametrically opposed to the Centre Party. 
If the Social Democrats suffer a decline of their electoral following, then 
they can no longer be sure of attaining a majority even in coalition with 
the Liberals or the Centre Party. Either way, the greater mobility of the 
electorate is making the parties uncertain about what strategy to follow. 
Any non-socialist party entering into govemmental collaboration with the 
Social Democrats would risk provoking a mass exodus of voters to the other 
non-socialist camps. Fear of these increased potential losses, anticipated by 
party leaderships, stand in the way of experimentation. Coalitions which do 
materialise will tend to be unstable. 

Of course, none of these eventualities are certainties, but party behaviour 
is affected by their very possibility. If a strong government is characterised 
by internal political cohesion and a parliamentary majority, then Sweden 
in the 1990s is very likely to have weak governments: either majority 
governments with serious internal divisions or minority governments with 
a weak parliamentary standing. 

The Social Democrats' average election score fell from 48 per cent during 
the 1960s to 44 per cent during the 1970s and 1980s. Even with this reduced 
following, however, they were still able to govern, as there were a number 
of circumstances operating in their favour. 

The non-socialist tenure af office between 1976 and 1982 did not detract 
from the image of Social Democracy as the most competent force for 
leading the nation. On the contrary, the non-socialist years were seen as 
an economic failure, marked among other things by large public-sector 
borrowing requirements and serious deficits an current account. Studies af 
voting behaviour have shown that the Social Democrats were well ahead in 
the 1982, 1985 and 1988 elections as regards competence to govern. 

Defence af the welfare state remained an asset to Social Democracy in 
the elections af the 1980s. At the same time as the Swedish electorate 
during the 1980s became more negative towards 'socialism', until 1988 it 
became, if anything, more favourably disposed towards the social security 
arrangements of the welfare state. In all three elections of the 1980s, when 
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non-socialist parties proposed spending cuts, the Social Democrats made 
the defence of Sweden 's established welfare state a principal feature of their 
election campaigns, and every time they were able to repulse non-socialist 
parties on this very question. 

Environmental issues have been successfully incorporated into the Social 
Democratic image. In 1985 and 1988 the environment grew into a prime issue 
with the Swedish electorate. In 1988 the Social Democratic Party chairman, 
Ingvar Carlsson, dedared the Social Democrats' intention of 'becoming an 
environmental party'. Until then the party bad bad a relatively technocratic 
image and was dosely associated with industrial expansion, the post-war 
development of Sweden's nudear power programme, large movements of 
population from rural to urban communities, concrete suburbs and large­
scale social structures. Voting-intention polls show that the party has since 
done surprisingly well in rapidly improving its environmental reputation, 
with the vigorous Birgitta Dahl as its minister for the environment. At 
the same time the Social Democrats' main opponents, the Conservatives, 
completely failed to inspire confidence with their environmental policy. 

Furthermore, the Social Democrats have hitherto contrived to enlist the 
Greens as supporters for their tenure of office. The Greens look on the 
Conservatives as their principal opponents - with nudear power and the EC 
as the main issues dividing them - and they prefer a Carlsson govemment to 
a govemment induding the Conservatives. Even if the Social Democrats see 
only limited prospects of co-operating with the Greens in practical political 
terms, they believe they can count on Green support in the Riksdag in 
divisions conceming the premiership ( under the Swedish constitution, an 
abstention on a vote of no-confidence against the prime minister has the 
same effect as a vote in bis support). The Greens in Sweden tend to merge 
with the reds. Accordingly, the Social Democrats can derive a slight political 
advantage from an issue which in the 1970s was working emphatically against 
them. At that time the non-socialist opposition was headed by the rurally 
based, anti-nuclear Centre Party, of green persuasions. 

SOCIAL DEMOCRACY'S DIFFICULTIES 

Thus, when people in Sweden refer to a completely new and a less auspicious 
situation for Social Democracy, they are talking about things which, as yet, 
have bad little real effect in elections. They are talking about: (a) opinion 
poll scores during 1989 and 1990; (b) underlying tendencies which students 
of voting behaviour have been able to discem since 1985; (c) a new practical 
and ideological perplexity; (d) new terms of political competition; and (e) 
problems relating to the inte mal cohesion and leadership of the party. Each 
of these various points should briefly be considered. 
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Between May 1989 and June 1991, that is, for 26 consecutive months the 
Social Democrats scored 40 per cent or less in the voting-intention polis. 'The 
party average for polls during 1990 was 33 per cent. At the 1988 election the 
Social Democrats secured 43.2 per cent of the votes cast. Thus, it would take a 
loss of less than one percentage point for the party probably to lose its present 
scanty majority ( together with the Communists) of three in the Riksdag. The 
Social Democrats' worst election performance at any time since 1932 came 
in the 1976 election, when they scored 42. 7 per cent. Month after month in 
1990 the party's opinion poll scores were ten percentage points below that 
worst-eve! �lection result. To find levels anything like those hinted at by 
rec�nt ?p1mon polls, one has to go back to the 1920s, prior to the party's 
arnval m govem!11ent (36.2 per cent at the 1921 election, and 37.0 per cent 
at the 1928 election). Perhaps sixty years' hegemony is coming to an end. 

The 1985 voting-intention survey already made it clear that the Swedish 
Social Democrats were in the process of becoming a more ordinary party, in 
the sense of loyalty towards the party being less pronounced and axiomatic 
�han _b�fore.� The proportion of Social Democratic sympathisers also
1dentifymg w1th the party - subjective party adherents - fell to 69 per 
cent, whereas previously it bad been a steady 77-78 per cent. The 
proportion of Social Democratic voters strongly identifying with the party 
has developed as shown in Table 1. 

TABLE 1 
STRONG IDENTIFIERS AMONG SOCIAL DEMOCRA TIC VOTERS 

1976 50 per cent 

1979 49 per cent 

1982 46 per cent 

1985 43 per cent 

1988 41 per cent 

Another sign of the Social Democrats losing some of the firm hold they 
previously held on their voters is the growing proportion of Social Democratic 
voters who split their votes, i.e. vote for another party in at least one of the 
three simultaneous elections (Riksdag, county council and municipality). As 
recently as 1982, only 5 per cent of voters supporting the Social Democrats in 
the Riksdag election voted for another party in the municipal election that 
year. In 1985 this figure rose to 11 per cent, and in 1988 it reached 12 per 
cent. 

A case study undertaken by the Power Distribution Commission in a 
strongly Social Democratic municipality shows, by comparison with a 
similar study from the 1950s, that staunch Social Democratic voters' sense 
?f belonging to a working dass with political power has heavily diminished 
m favour of a sense of belonging to a middle dass with no power at all. 
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The perplexity felt about political issues is both concrete and ideological. 
The most immediate problem is the apparent failure of the Social Democrats 
in government to make a go of their economic strategy. As Henry Milner 
has shown in bis book Sweden - Social Democracy in Practice, the most 
distinctive characteristic of Swedish Social Democracy is not its aspiration 
to social reform - the same applies to many parties in Sweden and elsewhere 
- but its success over the years in wedding those aspirations to an efficient
economy.2

Social Democracy in Sweden has enjoyed outstanding electoral confidence 
in a field primarily associated in other countries with non-socialist parties: 
being able to manage government finance competently, guaranteeing good 
economic growth and keeping inflation down to a low level. Social 
Democracy has achieved these goals by virtue of what have appeared 
to be its own strategies of political action. In 1933 it espoused a variant 
of Keynesian policy, closely allied to the radical Stockholm School of 
Economics (Gunnar Myrdal, Bertil Ohlin etc.). In 1938 a long-term 
agreement was concluded for co-operation and peaceful relations in the 
labour market. During the 1950s Social Democracy introduced a theory 
genuinely its own for combining low unemployment with low inflation, 
fashioned by trade-union economists Gösta Rehn and Rudolf Meidner. 
Its basic tenets included the combination of an austere financial policy 
for curbing inflation with an active labour market policy to combat both 
unemployment and wage-drift. On the strength of this theory, the trade 
unions and the state also actively collaborated to bring about a rigorous 
structural rationalisation, widespread closures of inefficient companies and 
strong commitment to technological renewal. Rising productivity became 
the unions' main strategy for the improvement of real earnings. 

When the Social Democrats returned to power in 1982, following an 
economically unsuccessful non-socialist interregnum, they did so with a 
new programme of their own for putting the economy to rights without 
heavy unemployment and without any cutbacks in the welfare state. The 
party professed to have found 'a third way' in between Thatcher's depression 
and Mitterrand's expansion (as they both appeared in 1981-82), a way to 
expansion while keeping foreign trade in balance, a sound economy with no 
reduction of social expenditure, low unemployment without high inflation. 

Before the election this salutary medicine was said to consist mainly of 
a comprehensive programme of public investment of the classical Social 
Democratic variety. But in the autumn of 1982, soon after taking office, 
the Social Democrats rushed ahead with a major devaluation (16 per cent) 
of the Swedish krona, aimed at starting up an export-led growth process. 
This also enabled them to cut down heavily on state subsidies to industry 
and reduce the budgetary deficit. They believed that they could cope with 
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the inflationary hazards accompanying such a heavy devaluation by: (a) 
persuading the unions to exercise restraint in their pay claims; (b) winning 
widespread confidence in the government's capacity for action; and ( c) taking 
various concrete measures, such as abolishing the index regulation of public 
spending systems. 

At first it seemed to work. Export successes followed quickly, reinforced 
by an incipient international boom. Domestic demand was restrained. The 
deficits on the budget and on current account diminished. But the government 
failed to bring inflation down to the OECD average. Sweden's underlying, 
excessive rise in labour costs was unaffected. Real resources were not 
permanently transferred from the sheltered sectors of the economy to those 
in international competition. The consequences were hidden between 1986 
and 1988 by a fortunate combination of circumstances. Sweden's terms of 
trade improved dramatically as a result of oil prices fälling by half and pulp 
prices doubling. At the same time, competitive strength was preserved by 
the krona accompanying the dollar on its downward course in relation to the 
deutschmark. During the 1988 election campaign the Swedish economy was 
still looking good, with a high level of activity, low unemployment, a budget 
surplus and equilibrium in the balance on current account. In no Swedish 
election campaign have economic issues been so conspicuously absent as 
in 1988. This also helps to explain the overwhelming predominance of 
environmental issues on that occasion. 

In early 1989, though, the problem of inflation began making itself felt 
in full force. In April 1989 the government found itself obliged to reverse 
its economic policy. Proposals included a VAT increase, which after 
negotiations in the Riksdag was converted into a compulsory household 
saving system. That proposal triggered strong reactions within Social 
Democracy, and especially from the unions. In the winter of 1989/90 it 
became clearer than ever that the economy was getting out of control, 
partly following very substantial pay rises for public sector employees. The 
competitive strength of Swedish industry declined steadily and steeply; the 
balance on current account moved back towards the same heavy deficits as 
in 1982. Inflation bad obliterated the competitive advantage conferred by 
devaluation, and interest rates bad to be raised sharply in defence of the 
krona. 

At this stage, in February 1990, the government put forward a drastic 
action programme which among other things included a statutory pay freeze 
and a ban on strikes. This proposal provoked an outcry at shop-floor level. 
Nobody bad expected a labour government to bring in anti-strike legislation, 
all the less so since a cardinal feature of the Swedish mode] has been the 
direct assumption by powerful union organisations of responsibility for wage 
policies, without any direct interference by government or legislature. The 
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Carlsson government resigned in February 1990, following the defeat of its 
recovery proposals in the Riksdag. After the non-socialists bad failed to put 
together a new government of their own ( and found it impossible to do so with 
the existing socialist majority in the Riksdag), Ingvar Carlsson resumed office 
with a new Social Democratic administration. Kjell-Olof Feldt, who bad a 
solid.reputation in Swedish industry for economic competence, pragmatism 
and common sense, resigned as minister of finance. 

One month later, in April 1990, the new government put forward yet 
another crisis package, this time supported by the Liberals. Among other 
things it meant the Social Democrats shelving their 1988 election promises 
of social reforms ( one more week's statutory holiday and an expansion of 
parental insurance), added to which they now opted for a reappraisal of 
existing health insurance systems, with a view to bringing down absenteeism 
in Swedish industry. Further cuts in public expenditure were proposed by 
the government in October 1990, following a new currency crisis. 

The claim by the Social Democrats in 1982 that they could achieve economic 
equilibrium without unemployment and without tinkering with the welfare 
state was more than they could deliver. Close co-operation with the trade 
union movement does not give Social Democracy any special opportunity of 
restraining the escalation of labour costs; a Social Democratic government 
in Sweden is forced to live with the same economic laws as governments the 
world over. For the first time, Swedish Social Democracy does not have a 
credible economic strategy of its own. The government's practical policy is 
sowing ideological confusion within the party. The tax reform decided on 
in the autumn of 1989, following an accord between the Social Democrats 
and Liberals, has been met with a great deal of mistrust on the part of 
the Social Democratic rank and file, not least because one of the main 
provisions of that reform has been a heavy reduction of marginal taxation 
so as to make the economy more dynamic. Much the same can be said of the 
ideas emanating from the ministry of finance calling for systematic changes 
to the established welfare state in Sweden, including restrictions on social 
insurance expenditure and the introduction of greater diversity and freedom 
of choice with regard to child care, medical care and schooling. 

As part of the new terms of political competition, Social Democracy is 
for the first time faced with effective competition on the left. Previously it 
could safely be pragmatical. When, in 1982, the new government immediately 
reduced real wages by four percentage points through the devaluation of 
the krona and proceeded to bank heavily on capitalist export industry, the 
Communists were still unable to win over as much as O .1 per cent of left-wing 
Social Democratic voters. Probably the Communist Party was too closely 
associated with Eastern Europe to provide many people with an alternative. 
That situation has now changed. The Communists have renamed themselves 
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the 'Party of the Left' and during 1989-90 successfully attracted a number 
of dissatisfied Social Democrats. The Greens are a closely allied alternative, 
especially for Social Democratic women. A new party, Workers' List, has also 
been formed by predominantly younger male industrial employees, though 
as yet it remains very small. 

Meanwhile the government bad to seek parliamentary support, above all 
from the Liberals but also from the Centre Party, for measures to deal with 
the economic crisis and for practical solutions in a liberal direction (such 
as the tax reform and cost-saving reforms of social insurance ). The more it 
collaborates with these parties, the more it gives them a cachet, in the eyes 
of its own supporters, of social respectability and responsibility. 

Thus the strategic dilemmas of the Social Democratic party leadership 
have been compounded. Class loyalty to party is weaker than it used to 
be, and support has become more conditional on practical politics. But no 
practical policy can please everybody in this mass party. If the party tries 
to move in a liberal direction, it loses voters on the left. By becoming more 
socialist it is likely to lose touch with economic realities, thereby forfeiting 
the confidence of centre-leaning groups who have supported the party on 
account of its competence and role of national leadership. Social Democratic 
voters today feel that they have more plausible alternatives to choose from, 
including that of not voting at all. 

The strategic dilemma of Social Democracy is heightened by its efforts 
to establish itself as an environmentalist party. On the one hand, the 
widespread confidence enjoyed by Social Democracy binges on its ability 
to sustain Sweden's tradition of technical and economic rationality, e.g. 
as regards safeguarding adequate energy supplies. On the other hand, its 
new pretensions demand symbolic sacrifices involving environmental risks. 
Whatever line it chooses to take on different practical issues, the Social 
Democratic leadership runs a serious risk of tosing out in one direction or 
another. This can easily generate a tendency to avoid choosing at all, but 
then the party will lose its credibility as an active force. 

One dominant feature of the party is its close links with the trade union 
movement as represented by (LO) the Swedish Trade Union Confederation. 
LO's chairman belongs to the top party leadership and, especially during 
Ingvar Carlsson's tenure as party chairman, the principle has been for no 
major decisions to be taken, even by the government, until they have been 
cleared with the LO. This partnership is now beset by several problems. It 
has tended to tie the government's hands, impair its confidence in negotiating 
with other parties, and generate growing difficulties for the LO. The leaders 
of the union movement have been forced to accept responsibility for 
unpalatable governmental decisions which have undermined their authority 
vis-a-vis union members. One such instance occurred when the LO leaders 
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reluctantly accepted a wage freeze and a ban on strikes, which provoked an 
outcry within the organisation. 

Today the LO leadership cannot maintain the same central control as 
it used to. There are great differences between unions of public-sector 
and private-sector employees and divisions in the party sympathies of LO 
members are on the increase, which makes the existing close linkage to 
one party less self-evident to many members. In the large cities a growing 
proportion of workers, young men especially, are refraining from union 
membership. The unionisation rate in Sweden began to drop, albeit very 
slowly, during the second half of the 1980s. This trend worries the unions, 
forcing them to devote more thought to their own strength and cohesion 
and less to the Social Democratic Party. 

One important reason for collaborating with the LO has been the strength 
derived by Social Democracy from the Swedish union movement (unlike, 
say, its British counterpart), since it is regarded as representing stability and 
responsibility in labour relations. But its capacity for performing this role has 
been weakened by the increased heterogeneity of the labourmarket. Besides, 
manual workers now constitute a diminishingsector of the labourforce. At the 
same time, public confidence in union organisations declined heavily during 
the 1980s. This is probably part of the general disintegration of authority in 
Swedish society, hut another reason is that, during the 1970s and 1980s, the 
unions adopted a more outgoing, controversial political stance. For example, 
it was the LO in the mid-1970s which launched the scheme for wage-eamer 
funds which provoked a major controversy over socialisation in Sweden. 
In the autumn of 1990 the LO launched new proposals aimed at increasing 
collective ownership significantly. Another important reason is the inability 
of unions to deliver real-wage increases to their members and stability to 
society as a whole ( the number of working days lost annually through strikes 
multiplied nearly tenfold during the 1970s and 1980s, compared with the 
previous two decades). 

Within the electorate, the die-hards of Social Democracy - industrial 
workers - have declined heavily in percentage terms, but the party 
appears to have offset this in two ways. First, it has benefited from 
the fact that the ranks of the farmers, emphatically non-socialist in their 
voting behaviour, are also being heavily depleted. Second, it has greatly 
improved its following among white-collar workers. This improvement has 
resulted from a deliberate Social Democratic electoral strategy. When, in 
the mid-1950s, the party leadership began to be seriously worried by the 
first signs of a relative decline of the industrial-worker population, it made 
two important changes. It changed its self-description from 'labour party' 
to one more in terms of a 'wage-earners' party. Emphasis was placed on 
interests which manual and white-collar workers had in common, not on the 
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differences between them; salaried employees were to be proletarianised. 
And the party changed its theory and practice regarding the welfare state. 
Until then it had pursued the thesis of a welfare state for the humble, with 
more being given to those who were most in need. Social Democracy now 
switched to a middle-class welfare state: social insurance benefits were to rise 
with income, and the social-service aspirations of the well-educated were to 
be made the universal standard.3 The introduction of income-related health 
insurance and general supplementary pensions (ATP) manifested the new 
ideology. In both instances, benefits rose with income. The 1960s brought 
a rap

_
id expansion of medical services, schooling and child care under public 

ausp1ces. Taxes rose, but even (indeed, especially) the middle dass benefited 
from the welfare state and was won over to it, as Figure 2 illustrates. 
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FIGURE2 

The problem for Social Democracy today is its difficulty in delivering the 
goods to the middle dass. The pressure of taxation has grown so heavy as to 
have severe negative repercussions on the national economy. Public service 
monopolies have proved too expensive and inefficient to provide properly 
for all; there are long waiting lists for day nurseries and surgery. At the same 
time, many public-sector employees are dissatisfied with their public-sector 
employer and with the bureaucracy and inflexibility of public systems. On 
the transfer side, social insurance and other costs have skyrocketed beyond 
the bounds of economic reason. The ATP system requires a much higher 
growth rate than at present in order to meet its commitments. A growing 
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proportion of the population does not believe that, when the time comes, 
they will be able to collect the pensions they have been promised. One 
of the crucial questions for Social Democracy is whether it can safeguard 
the previous support of the middle classes for the type of welfare state it 
represents. 

THE LEADERSHIP PROBLEM 

The leadership issue confronting Social Democracy concerns the situation 
following the assassination of Olof Palme. For twenty years, until bis death 
on 28 February 1986, Olof Palme dominated Swedish politics. He was highly 
polemical and controversial in the national political debate. The more 
restrained and reticent style of leadership exercised by bis successor, Ingvar 
Carlsson, has been widely appreciated. It has also facilitated co-operation 
with other parties. But at the same time, Olof Palme's successors lack two 
of bis qualities. One is bis proficiency in personally deciding the agenda 
of the political debate. The other is bis capacity for elevating bis gaze and 
rhetoric above the details of everyday politics. Many people have missed 
Olof Palme's visionary force and wealth of ideas, especially in connection 
with the revolutionary changes occurring in Europe during 1989-90. 

For the first time in its history, Social Democracy now lacks a broad, 
competent generation of leaders in the 30-45 age bracket. This gap is 
largely due to the events of 1968, when the youth revolt and polarisation 
of the universities pushed talented youngsters further out to the left or 
right, as well as generating an anti-academic reaction within the trade union 
movement and Social Democracy. 

Over the years, Swedish Social Democracy has avoided many of the pitfalls 
which have damaged its sister parties in other countries. Co-operation with 
the trade unions has not become a source of discredit as in Britain, nor has 
it broken up as in Norway and Denmark. Decade after decade, the party 
leadership has skilfully balanced the demands of party activists for radical 
rhetoric against demands from marginal voters and governmental realities 
for great pragmatism. It has contrived both to mobilise and conciliate. When 
party unity has been threatened - for example, on the issue of Common 
Market membership in the 1960s and on nuclear power in the 1970s-it has 
avoided bringing things to a head hut without being paralysed as a result. 
New realities, currents of opinion and intellectual reappraisals have been 
incorporated in the fold of traditional rhetoric. 

The people who have led the party in this way have been trained from 
early years in its youth organisation, in local government, in the Riksdag 
and as under-secretaries of state and ministers in government. The party 
today does not have a new circle of quality and breadth to match the old 
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one. This is yet another factor posing the question as to whether Swedish 
Social Democracy will be capable of retaining its old strength in the 1990s. 
Why should the party continue to deviate from what is now the normal 
patte� of_ Social Democratic parties elsewhere in Europe, the Nordic
countnes mcluded? The Social Democratic Party will doubtless remain 
strong in future, hut will it remain outstanding? If it does not this will be 
a historie change in Swedish politics. 

' 

TABLE2 
LA TEST SOCIAL DEMOCRA TIC ELECTION RESUL TS IN THE NORDIC COUNlRIES 

Sweden 43.2 per cent (1988) 
Denmark 37.4 per cent (1990) 
Norway 34.3 per cent (1989) 
Finland 22.1 per cent (1991) 
lceland 15.5 per cent (1991) 

THE DISSOLUTION OF AUTHO RITY 

O�e _ essential p,reco_ndition of political stability in Sweden and the 'neg­
otlat1on culture of 1ts labour market has been the existence of powerful 
org�ni_sations br which people have felt themselves to be represented. The
ma1onty have listened to their leaders and relied on them making the best 
out of the situation. Thanks to this fundamental trust on the part of their 
followers, both party leaders and leaders of other organisations have been 
able to play an effective education role. Studies of voting behaviour have 
shown that in Sweden it has been far more common for voters to accept 
the views propounded by their leaders than, conversely, for the leaders to 
follow their voters. 

A number of survey reports now point to the disintegration of this state 
of affairs. Public confidence in political institutions, in 'politicians' and in 
the big organisations has been seriously weakened and at an accelerating 
rate. The annual measurements of public confidence in various social 
institutions indicate a veritable collapse in 1989 of the central apparatus 
of government, viz 'the Riksdag' (from +34 to +14 in net terms from 1986 
to 1�89, i.e. percentage with great confidence minus percentage with little 
confidence) and 'the government' (from + 36 to ±0). The union organisations 
consolidated their rock-bottom position (from -6 to -11). Meanwhile, for 
the first time, one finds a growth of public confidence in the press. 4 

Election sociologist Torsten Österman confronted a sample of voters 
with the statement: 'It is the way people vote which decides how 
things are run in this country'. The proportion 'absolutely agreeing' has 
declined to half of what it was fifteen years ago, as is shown in Figure 
3.5 
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" It is the way people vote 
which decides how things 
are run in this country" 
Percent 
"absolutely agreeing" 

28 28 

14 

1973 -76 .79 -82 -85 ·88 

FIGURE3 

A corresponding chronological sequence shows that between 1968 and 
1988 the proportion of voters agreeing with such statements as 'Parties are 
only interested in people's votes, not in their opinions', 'People who decide 
things in the Riksdag don't take much notice of what ordinary people think 
and feel' almost doubled. At the present time such statements are endorsed 
by two-thirds of the electorate. What is more serious, however, is that the 
parties have a much weaker hold on voters. As shown in Figure 4, voters 
identifying with a particular party are steadily diminishing in number.6 

This trend does not betoken a corresponding decline in political interest. 
One survey showed the general public in Sweden to be more socially active 
than at any time previously and also more competent than ever to assert their 
opinions and rights. 7 But the growth of social involvement occurs outside the 
political parties, through individual strategies or single-issue movements. In 
elections, straight voting by dass has been heavily displaced by voting by 
opinion. 

More and more voters are changing parties between elections. A growing 
proportion of the electorate does not choose parties until the_ ac�ual el�ction
campaign (40 per cent in 1988). These developments comc1de w1th an 
increasingly independent political role adopted by the media. One finding, 
in a detailed study ofSwedish election campaigns between 1866 and 1988, was 
that in the 1988 campaign, for the first time, the media completely took over 
control of the campaign agenda from the political parties.8 The weakening 
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of the party system has made party leaders increasingly dependent on news 
media as a channel of communication with the electorate and has induced 
them, at least in förmal terms, to adapt their message more closely to media 
dramatics. 

Party identifiers 
(strong or weak) 

55 

50 

1968 -70-73 -76 -79 -82 -85-88 
election year 

FIGURE4 

This perpetually spotlit stage, combined with a weakening of the traditional 
intermediate strata of meetings and mass movements, is transforming the 
old political culture of Sweden: attendance at mass meetings as well as 
careful pondering of facts and negotiations. Swedish politics has grown 
more nervous. This feature is connected with a growing number of frictional 
interfaces in the contest for voters caused by the advent of new parties and 
the increasing mobility of the electorate. 

One important reason for the growing distrust of parties and politicians 
is probably the failure of both the major govemmental altematives to put 
the economy to rights. After 44 years of Social Democratic premiership, a 
great deal was expected of the non-socialist parties when they took over 
the reins of govemment in 1976. Those expectations were frustrated by 
economic difficulties and by non-socialist governments breaking up as a 
result of intemal disagreements, first on the subject of nuclear power 
(1978) and then on taxation (1981). Since then the hopes of the socialist 
voters have been dashed. The Swedish people do not have the faith they 
used to in the government's ability to tackle the country's main problems. 
In every election in Sweden since 1968 the ruling parties have lost votes (see 
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Table 3). One underlying cause of this development is probably the flagging
of Sweden's former economic growth during the same twenty years. 

TABLE3 

ELECTION PERFORMANCE OF RULING PARTIES 

1970 -4.8 perccntage units

1973 -1�

1976 -0.9

1979 -1.8

1982 -4.0

1985 -0.9

1988 -1.5

At the same time civic virtues are still alive and active. The overwhelming
majority of Swedish voters still feel it is the �uty of a g�� ci�izen b�th �o h�ve
a hand in shaping the laws and to comply with them. Ctvic virtues hke votmg
in general elections', 'keeping abreast of public events', 'forming an opinion
of one's own' are very strongly rooted. Swedish voters are well-informed on a
variety of political issues and party standpoints, especially in national politics.
So citizens are prepared to collect information and to take a stand whenever
the parties present them with the big issues of the moment. Sweden 's ele�toral
turnout in 1988 was the lowest on record for a quarter of a century, but it was
still high at 86 per cent. . . . 

The signs of the dissolution of authority hinted at here� lower 1dent�c�t1on 
with parties and organisations, more independently mmded and poht1cally
mobile citizens, a lower electoral turnout - nevertheless start from a level
of extremely high figures of party affiliation, organisational confidence
and electoral participation. These tendencies, again, imply that Sweden
is converging towards a normal western condition. 

LIMITS OFTHE NATION STATE

The tradition of negotiated solutions, especially in the labour market,
imply that the nation state in Swede? is �n importan

_
t level of collective

and binding decision-making. The 'h1stonc comprom1se' between labour
and capital has been sustained by central deliberations and �ve-and-take
between equally balanced central organisations and by corporatlsm between
a Social Democratic political leadership and the managements of large-scale
private enterprises. . . 

The nation-state corporatist pattern is now tendm� to cha
_
nge �n �o 

directions, both upwards and downwards, towards bo!h mternat1�nah
_
sat1on 

and decentralisation. As much as 85 per cent of pubhc consump!•o� 1s now
handled by local authorities. In the wage market, the central orgamsatlons are
losing more and more control, and the intractable service sector has greatly
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expanded. A rapid process of internationalisation underlines the fact that, 
per head of population, Sweden has the largest number of multinational 
corporations in the world. Furthermore, a majority of small businesses are 
subcontractors to the big ones. 

The strong international focus of industry is no novelty in itself. It is 
partly connected with the smallness of the population and, consequently, 
of the borne market. Historically speaking, the international dependence of 
industry has helped to form a national consensus, as the sense of vulnerability 
has generated a powerful realisation of the terms of production and the 
necessity of assuming responsibility for matters such as wage levels and 
higher education. Yet there are many signs of a new departure resulting 
from internationalism in recent years. The Social Democratic government, 
too, has realised that, given the new type of global finance markets, the 
maintenance of national regulatory systems for exchange flows and credits 
is no longer feasible. In 1985, it began to abolish the old credit and exchange 
regulations. One result has been a dramatic rise in direct investments 
by Swedish companies abroad, accelerated by the growing international 
restructuring in the wake of anticipation of the EC's single market and by 
the uncertainty surrounding Sweden's future relations with the EC. Large 
corporations have entered the EC under their own steam. In October 1990 
the government saw fit to follow suit and, in response to a heavy outflow of 
currency, declare Sweden's intention of applying for full EC membership. 

In the new state of affairs there is an increasing disregard by large 
Swedish corporations of the Swedish national level. Moreover, the return 
demanded on capital is being set internationally, not nationally. If large 
Swedish companies are to continue investing in Sweden and/or more foreign 
companies are to invest in Sweden, then an entrepreneurial climate-in terms 
of costs, absenteeism, energy supply, taxation and security from socialisation 
-has to be created in Sweden. Accordingly, there is less scope now fora policy
deviating entirely from that of the rest of the world in matters affecting the
conditions of enterprise and economic life in general. Qualified engineers
and managers with a strong international focus are increasingly inclined to
consider emigration if they dislike conditions of pay, taxation, education
etc.

In government, Swedish Social Democracy has chosen to uphold and 
strengthen Sweden's traditional policy of free trade. It is prepared to 
exchange sovereignty for prosperity. Subsidies have been limited and 
barriers to international movements abolished. The government has no 
basic objections to affiliating Sweden to the EC's 'four freedoms': free 
movement of labour, capital, goods and services. Sweden will increasingly 
have to adapt its taxation system and its weight, pay structure, sickness 
absence and other aspects to a European norm. This does not prevent 
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efforts being roade at the same time to emphasise certain policy preferen�es 
in a wider European context, for example, as regards the need for an act!ve 
Iabour market policy and equality between women and men. But the not1on 
that Sweden ought to have a very different type of social

_ 
structure fro� �e 

rest of Europe as regards matters such as levets of taxahon, progress10n m 
the tax system and size of public sector is tosing ground. 

NEW ISSUES AND DIMENSIONS 

In this new, more inchoate political situation there is an in_creasing possibility
of new questions and new political divisions making the1r appearance. The 
'voice' of the citizens through the parties has been weakened, and so too 
has their 'loyalty'. The 'exit' has now come closer. 

One study showed that three broader dimensions o! inquiry �ere not 
well-represented in the traditional political system dunng the m1d-1980s, 
namely (1) the environment, (2) moral issues such as crime an� drugs, and 
the position of the family, and (3) immigrat�on policy._

9 The �rst of these
questions brought a sixth party, the Greens, mto th� �1ksdag m 1988. The 
second bids fair to bring in a seventh party, the Chnshan Democrats. The 
third may well leave its mark. It has an explosive �tential, al�eady apparent 
from a number of Iocal 1988 elections. A new nght-popuhst party, New 
Democrary, got around 10 per cent in spring 1991 opinion polis. 

Sweden has upwards of one million immigrants (second-generahon 
immigrants included) out of a total population of 8.5 million. It h�s 
been abundantly realised that immigrants have contribu!ed

_ 
throug� t�e1r

work to Sweden's prosperity, in addition to putting new hfe mto a city
_ 
hke 

Stockholm. But now that refugee immigration has multiplied several hmes 
over in the past few years, at the same time as there are serious housing 
shortages above all in the big cities, thi� attitude has c�an�ed. �art of 
the reason too is that a growing proport10n of refugee 1mm1grat1on has 
come from Muslim and African cultures, which are alien to the Swedes. 
Then again, the new immigration, unlike its predecess?�• is not gea�ed to
direct Iabour demand in Swedish industry. Recent opm1on polis pomt to 
a strong growth of public objections to high immigration. A majority now 
wants immigration policy to be made more restrictive. The question has 
reached a stage where it has become legitima te to discuss it openly. Among 
the political parties, the Liberals and Communists �re united in favo�r of 
immigration Conservatives and the Centre Party m favour of restramts. 
The Social Democrats are vulnerable to a growth in the intensity of the 
issue. As in other countries, a !arge proportion of working-class voters are 
opposed to a liberal immigration policy. . . The environment is the issue which, so far, has mamfestly had an 1mpact
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on political events. One expression of its rapid growth in Swedish politics 
is the increasing amount of environmental coverage in the leading news 
programme on Swedish television, as demonstrated by Figure 5. 

Environment in the TV news 
Numberof 
news items 

300 

250 

200 

150 

100 

1980-81 -82-83-84-85-86-87-88 

FIGURE5 

Whereas previously it bad had one of the smallest green parties in Europe, 
Sweden suddenly acquired one of the largest in 1988, commanding 5.5 per 
cent of the votes cast. What is the character of the new party? Does it 
represent a whole new dimension of Swedish politics or just a specific 
issue? Will it carry on growing or will it disappear in the next election? 
Research provides some guidance on this point.10 The Green Party was 
formed in 1981, in the wake of the 1980 nuclear referendum and with the 
political aim of reaching the 40 per cent of the electorate which voted against 
nuclear power. The Green vote in the 1988 election was predominantly a 
vote for a better environment and not so much a protest against established 
politics. On left-right issues, the party stands just to the left of centre. It
does not include the communist elements to be found among the Greens 
in Germany, because Sweden has a communist party with a green profile. 
The Green following has a distinct middle-class or even upper-middle-class 
flavour. Its voters are mainly public-sector, white-collar, well-educated and 
urban. In the most exclusive parts of central Stockholm, three parties are 
over-represented: the Conservatives, the Greens and the Communists. 

The electorate has not yet acquired a distinctly green dimension. The 
environment bulks !arge as a specific issue hut does not form the basis of a 
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wide restructuring of political dimensions cutting across the left-right axis. 
Only in about 1 per cent of the electorate does one find this wider green 
dimension, taking the same stand on the environment, on car ownership, 
economic growth, nuclearpower and so on. The Green vote in 1988 was above 
alla powerful general indication that the time bad come to do something about 
the environment. As a united dimension, the green attitude was stronger ten 
years ago, in connection with the nuclear referendum, than it is today. 

As regards prospects for the Greens, there is one result which augurs well 
for the party: in addition to the 5.5 per cent voting for the party in 1988, 11 
per cent of voters put it down as their second preference. So conceivably 
the Greens might be a bandy alternative for a number of dissatisfied Social 
Democrats in the big cities. But there are several factors less favourable to 
the party: (a) one precondition of the party's breakthrough in 1988 was the 
complete eclipse of the economy by the environment, which may not be the 
case in future; (b) roughly half the green voters came from the non-socialist 
parties, hut since that time the Greens have come to figure as allies of the 
Social Democrats and, ideologically, as part of the socialist bloc, which 
can alienate its non-socialist voters; and (c) Green voters in 1988 were 
distinguished by their extremely low identification with the party ( only 30 
per cent of the supporters of the party having any form of identification, 
strong or weak, with it) and by belonging to the very social groups which, 
traditionally, are most volatile at election time. 

Bennulf and Holmberg conclude: 'Green issues have bad what is likely 
to be a permanent breakthrough in Swedish politics; the Green Party 
dimension has only bad a breakthrough on the elite level; the party bad 
a breakthrough in the election of 1988 hut is now facing difficult odds 
defending that breakthrough in 1991'.11 

Arguably, the old urban-rural dimension has acquired renewed importance 
in Swedish politics, but this time includes the wider cultural attitudes always 
united with it: static or dynamic attitudes to the economy, a sceptical or 
affirmative attitude to internationalisation, a despairing or enthusiastic 
view of technology, a reserved or open attitude to strangers. In certain 
essential respects, the pre-modern and post-modern forces (agrarian 
and green parties respectively) are tending to close ranks against the 
modern. 

Voting analysts can hardly make a case for the left-right axis ha ving become 
less important in Sweden. They argue that this opinion dimension can come 
to play an even more important part in voting, as a growing percentage 
of the electorate comes to vote by opinion rather than class. Then again, 
old issues can return to the centre of the stage. Plan or market is now a 
leading political issue in Sweden concerning the provision of social services. 
The Social Democrats have put forward proposals for heavily increasing 
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collective saving, which can lead to a fierce political debate along classical 
lines of demarcation. 

Yet at the same time it is clear that two of the principal bones of 
contention in Swedish politics today - energy policy and EC relations 
- are more connected with 'traditionalism versus modemity' than with
left and right. In this way they shatter the dualism of bloc politics. On
the non-socialist side, the Centre Party has completely different attitudes
from the Liberals and Conservatives in these matters. On the socialist
side, there is a correspondingly wide gap between the Social Democrats
and the Communists. Even within the Social Democratic Party, both these
issues have been highly controversial and explosive, thereby contributing
to the party's difficulties. Furthermore, other potential cleavages, such as
immigration, are capable of rapidly becoming manifest in the new political
environment prevailing in Sweden.

The consensus view in the autumn of 1990, supported in many respects 
by bard data and chronological series, is that fundamental changes have 
taken place and are taking place now in what have been specifically Swedish 
characteristics. These include the idiosyncracies of the party system. The 
Swedish party system is no longer frozen, the political cleavages not 
necessarily few and simple, and the Social Democrats will probably not 
be such a unique and dominant party in the 1990s as they have been for 
the six previous decades. Sweden seems to be drifting away from its special 
features, becoming a more ordinary Western European country. 
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Swedish Social Democracy in Transition: The Party's 
Record in the 1980s and the Challenge of the 1990s 

Diane Sainsbury 

Many descriptions of the Swedish model share an emphasis on the 
predominance of the Social Democratic Party (SAP) as an essential 
component. In fact, some observers equate the Swedish model with the 
Social Democratic model because of the party's long period in power. 
Others who identify the Swedish model with a particular type of welfare 
state or a distinctive set of social policies often argue that the mobilisation 
and institutionalisation of working-class power in the form of a strong social 
democratic party is a necessary condition. Finally, a number of writers, 
who stress corporatism as a key feature of the Swedish model, point to 
the strength of the Social Democrats as a factor enhancing the position of 
labour in tripartite arrangements. 

Given this emphasis on the Social Democrats, any discussion of the future 
of the Swedish model requires an examination of the likelihood of the 
party' s continued pre-eminence in the 1990s. In assessing this likelihood, 
it is necessary to look briefly at the basis of the past success of the Social 
Democrats in retaining their position as the party of govemment during 
more than four decades, from 1932 until 1976. The focal point of this 
assessment, however, is the Social Democrats' record in the 1980s in terms 
of continuity and change in three major arenas of party activity: first, the 
party' s policies in government; second, its intemal organisation and activities 
such as membership recruitment and programmatic renewal as well as the 
'special relationship' between the party and trade union movement; and 
third, the party's electoral performance. 

The party fortunes of the Swedish Social Democrats during the 1980s 
stand in sharp contrast to many other European socialist parties (Labour, 
the German Social Democrats, the Danish and Dutch parties). Instead the 
SAP's experiences resemble those of the socialist parties which came to 
power in the early 1980s and dominated the political scene for most of the 
decade in several Mediterranean countries. The Swedish party returned to 
office as a result of the 1982 election after six years in opposition, and held 
office as a minority govemment throughout the decade. As distinct from 
the Mediterranean parties, the 1980s entailed a resumption of power for 
the SAP and thus affords the possibility to analyse the party's record with 
reference to its performance during previous decades. 
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Separatism, the self-determination of minorities, has been 
an important if often unacknowledged problem of today' s 
world. And it will increasingly concem us in the years to 
come. Vet, in intemational relations, it has not attracted 
the attention it deserves. This is not unrelated to a 
persisting tendency to dub separatism retrogressive in a 
world society taken to be in the throes of a process towards 
integration. Therefore very little is known about the 
intemational dimension of secessionist conflict. 

This book attempts to redress the balance. It examines the 
reasons for armed separatism today, the intemational 
normative aspects and the intemational relations of 
secessionist movements (secessionist intemational activity 
and third party involvement), and provides a detailed 
analysis of seven characteristic secessionist movements of 
our time, namely Katanga, Biafra, the Southem Sudan, 
lraqi Kurdistan, Bangladesh, the Moro region in the 
Philippines and Eritrea. 
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