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Abstract
Immigration and new class divisions, combined with a growing anti-elitism and political cor-
rectness, are often used as explanations for the strong gains for right-leaning populist parties
in national elections across Europe in recent years. But contrary to what we might assume,
such parties have been very successful in the most developed and comprehensive welfare
states, in nations—such as the Nordic countries—with the best scores on economic equality
and social inclusion and long established political and judicial institutions enjoying a high
degree of popular legitimacy. As argued in this article, this seems to happen because a duo-
poly of the centre-left and centre-right political establishment has kept issues such as immi-
gration and new class divisions off the public agenda and hence paved the way for right-
leaning ‘disruptor’ populist parties with an anti-immigration agenda in times of increasing
immigration.
Keywords: immigration, right-leaning populism, bipartisan politics, issue salience, political
demography

WHEN CONCEPTUALISING populist parties mobil-
ising to the left and right of the centre-left
and centre-right duopoly of European
democracies, the defining traits are that
right-leaning populists have traditionally
emphasised shared ethnicity and common
descent as their main issue, while left-leaning
populists have invariably defined the people
in class terms, excluding those with wealth
and power. Recently, however, a third defi-
nition of populism has entered the public
debate: ‘the people’ as opposed to (mainly)
cultural elites. Why has this distinction
between the ‘people’ and the ‘elites’ become
so marked in advanced democracies, and
why has it occurred in some of Europe’s
most developed and comprehensive welfare
states now and not earlier?

One reason is increasing globalisation and
immigration, which largely drove the Brexit
referendum, the 2016 US presidential elec-
tion, and the gains of far-right parties across
Europe over the last decade. A second rea-
son is new class divisions, owing to struc-
tural changes in the economy and what
William A. Galston has called the ‘growth
and consolidation of an education-based

meritocracy in government, the media, and
major metropolitan areas’, which has
revealed a certain kind of political correct-
ness and exclusiveness toward voters who
might be mobilised by right-leaning political
parties.1 But there could also be a third rea-
son, indirectly linked to globalisation, immi-
gration and new economic and cultural class
divisions—that is the challenges generated
by an increasing bipartisanship within
advanced liberal democracies in recent times.

As will be argued in this article, with
empirical examples from eight well estab-
lished European democracies, it might come
as a surprise that right-leaning populist par-
ties have been on the rise in the economi-
cally most developed democracies in Europe
—countries with the highest scores on eco-
nomic equality and social inclusion, and long
established political and judicial institutions
boasting a high degree of popular legiti-
macy. But what these states have in common
is that for the last two decades they have
been governed by either centre-right, centre-
left or grand coalitions, even though all eight
are multiparty systems with a variety of ide-
ological cleavages. And as Anthony Downs
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told us in his economic theory of political
action in a democracy sixty years ago, when
competing political parties start to formulate
policy ‘strictly as a means of gaining votes’,
rather than seeking to gain votes ‘in order to
carry out certain preconceived policies’, vot-
ers start looking for alternatives and the elec-
torate becomes polarised.2

This seems to be particularly relevant in sit-
uations when the political system is under
internal or external pressure, as shown by
James Dennison and Andrew Geddes in the
first issue of The Political Quarterly in 2019.3

Here they argue, from what they call a ‘politi-
cal demography’ point of view, that the high
salience of the immigration issue in European
politics around 2015 certainly had an effect
on political behaviour, but that the surge of
right-leaning populist parties can’t be attribu-
ted to ‘a rising tide of anti-immigration senti-
ment in Europe’. On the contrary, ‘the notion
that European electorates are turning against
immigration is not evidenced by survey
research’. In a comparative study of fourteen
European countries, using European Social
Survey (ESS) data, Dennison and Geddes find
that between 2002 and 2016, attitudes to
accepting immigrants ‘from poorer countries
outside Europe’ became more positive in ten
countries, did not change in two and turned
more negative only in two.

Hence, as concluded in this article, the
recent surge of right-leaning populism in the
most advanced liberal democracies of Eur-
ope is probably best understood as a politi-
cal reaction against an increasing
bipartisanship where ‘disruptor’ populist
parties—with anti-immigration and anti-
establishment arguments and attitudes—
have managed to stand out as the right par-
ties in the right place at the right time.

Growing support for right-leaning
populist parties in Europe
The number of Europeans voting for pop-
ulist parties in national elections has surged
from an average of 7 per cent to more than
25 per cent since the turn of the century.
Twenty years ago, only two European coun-
tries—Slovakia and Switzerland—had pop-
ulist parties in government, whereas today
eleven countries do. As noted by Jon Henley

in The Guardian, ‘the number of Europeans
ruled by a government with at least one
populist in cabinet has increased from 12.5
million to 170 million. This has been blamed
on everything from recession to migration,
social media to globalization’.4

But if these are the main causes of rising
populism, how can right-leaning populist par-
ties do so well in the economically most
developed and equal democracies in Europe,
countries with high and abiding levels of trust
in their governmental institutions? And why
now and not earlier? To answer these ques-
tions, the focus of this article is on eight coun-
tries in which right-leaning populist parties
won more than 10 per cent of the votes in the
last national parliamentary election up to
2018, and where the traditional cleavage
between conservative and social democratic
parties—that is, the right-left political cleavage
traditionally expressed as a conflict between
capital and labour in European countries—has
been the most dominant schism historically.

Listed from the party with the highest out-
come of votes in the last national election
recorded before the end of 2018, the parties
included in this analysis are: the Freedom
Party in Austria which got 26 per cent in
2017; the Danish People’s Party which got
21.1 per cent in Denmark in 2015; the League
which got 17.7 per cent in Italy in 2018; the
Finns who received 17.7 per cent in Finland
in 2015; the Sweden Democrats who got 17.5
per cent in Sweden in 2018; the Progress
Party which received 15.2 per cent in Nor-
way in 2017; the Freedom Party which got
13.1 per cent in the Netherlands in 2017; and
Alternative for Germany which received 12.6
per cent in Germany in 2017.5

Figure 1 below, shows the electoral support
of these right-leaning populist parties in the
last four elections to the national parliaments,
except for Germany and Sweden where they
have participated only in the last two parlia-
mentary elections. As we can see from this
figure, right-leaning populist parties have
strengthened their support in all eight coun-
tries between the two last elections, except
that is for Finland and Norway where they
held executive power prior to the elections.

Many countries with strong and popular
right-leaning populist parties are not
included in my analysis, owing to the
defining criteria stated above. We can divide
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the excluded countries and their right-lean-
ing populist parties into three groups.

The first group consists of countries with
parties left out because they got less than 10
per cent of the votes in the last national par-
liamentary election up to the end of 2018:
the United Patriots in Bulgaria (9.1 per cent
in 2017); ELAM in Cyprus (3.7 per cent in
2016); Golden Dawn in Greece (7 per cent in
2015); Our Slovakia in Slovakia (8 per cent
in 2016); and the United Kingdom Indepen-
dence Party (UKIP) in the UK. UKIP got 12.6
per cent of the vote in the 2015 parliamen-
tary election but only 1.8 per cent in the
2017 election.

The second group is made up of two
important right-leaning populist parties which
are not on this list because the focus is on par-
liamentary elections. In France, presidential
candidate Marine Le Pen from the National
Front got 33.9 per cent of the votes in the sec-
ond round of the presidential election in
spring 2017, but her party received only 8.75
per cent of the vote in the parliamentary elec-
tion later that year. Then there is Switzerland,
where the Swiss People’s Party amassed 29.4
per cent of the vote in the 2015 federal elec-
tion, but the power-sharing system of govern-
ment in Switzerland disqualifies it for a
comparison of parliamentary democracies.
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Figure 1: Support for right-leaning populist parties in Europe 2003–2018 (per cent)*
*The countries are chosen from a definition based on three characeristics: (1) parties to the
right of parties in the Group of European People’s Parties (EPP Group) in the European Par-
liament, (2) those which got more than 10 per cent of the votes in the last parliamentary elec-
tion, and (3) those where the political cleavage between capital and labour, the right-left-axis
in European politics, has produced what could be called traditional conservative and Chris-
tian democratic parties. The elections referred to as 1–4 are: Austria (06, 08 13, 17), Denmark
(05, 07, 11, 15), Italy (06, 08, 13 18), Finland (03, 07, 11, 15), Norway (05, 09, 13, 17), Nether-
lands (06, 10, 12, 17), Sweden (10, 14), and Germany (13, 17).
**Lega is a continuation of the regional indepence party Lega Nord, chaired by Umberto
Bossi, who wanted to establish an independent northern Italian state under the name of
Padania. Today’s party leader, Matteo Salvini, has taken the party in a more nationalistic
direction with stronger scepticism towards the EU than under Bossi.
Source: International Foundation for Electoral Systems (2017), Inter-Parliamentary Union (2018), New
York Times (2017), Norwegian Centre for Research Data (2018), and the parliaments of the eight
countries (see end note 5 for all table source details).
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The third and final group of countries
with right-leaning populist parties excluded
here are those without the traditional politi-
cal cleavage between centre-right and centre-
left duopolies. These are all democracies that
developed after the fall of the Berlin Wall
thirty years ago. They are characterised by
other political divisions from those in the
older liberal democracies of Europe. These
parties are: Freedom and Direct Democracy
in the Czech Republic with 11.3 per cent
support in 2017; the Hungarian Civic Alli-
ance (FIDESZ) with 38.5 per cent of the vote;
Jobbik with a 19.5 per cent vote share in
Hungary in 2018; the National Alliance in
Latvia with 16.6 per cent in 2014; and the
Law and Justice Party in Poland with 37.6
per cent support in 2015.

Furthermore, it should be noted that pop-
ulism is often linked to what has become
known as the radical right, but radical right
can also mean anti-democratic movements
and parties, and such parties are not included
here. Neither are left-leaning populist parties
such as Syriza in Greece and Podemos in
Spain, even though their electoral success in
the period under investigation has brought to
the surface a more traditional understanding
of populism that might fit today’s definition
of populism better than much of the theoreti-
cal literature on radical right parties.

How to understand populism?
In the book What is Populism? , Jan-Werner
M€uller argues that the core of populism is
the rejection of pluralism, since populists,
whether to the left or right, claim that they
and they alone represent ‘the people’ and its
true interests.6 M€uller’s argument is further
developed by Cas Mudde, who sees today’s
populism as based on a view that considers
society to be ultimately divided into two
homogeneous and antagonistic groups: ‘the
pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite’, with
populists arguing that ‘politics should be an
expression of the volont!e g!en!erale (general
will) of the people’.7 Still, populist politicians
almost always combine this view of repre-
senting the general will of the people with
other ideologies, such as nativism on the
right and socialism on the left, and until
quite recently, the consensus among Euro-
pean elites was therefore that populism is

inherently bad. But, as noted by Mudde, the
relationship between populism and liberal
democracy ‘is complex and includes the
good, the bad and the ugly’.8

It’s good when it brings to the fore issues
that voters care about, but the political elites
keep off the agenda. In Europe lately, such
concerns have been immigration for the
right-leaning populist parties and austerity
for those on the left—both blaming Brussels
(shorthand for the European Union) or
national politicians in favour of EU member-
ship—for the misery of their own country.
Of course, such views don’t have to be sup-
ported by the political elites, but in an
advanced democracy, they have to be
respected as a legitimate part of an open
debate about the basic rules of an inclusive
liberal pluralism. Often, however, it’s the
other way around. As Mudde shows us, ‘In
many cases political elites have worked hand
in glove with cultural and economic elites,
leaving virtually no space for democratic
opposition’ and/or they have excluded ‘con-
troversial areas from the democratic process
altogether by putting independent, techno-
cratic institutions in charge (such as the
courts or central banks)’.9

This might have given populists a legiti-
mate right to argue that the elites have
behaved in the same way they accuse the
populists of doing when they reject the legit-
imacy of political opponents. Hence, a more
rounded way of conceptualising populist
parties could be as a vehicle for an ideology,
strategy and type of communication which,
both on the left and right, is rooted in a
legitimate disruptive scepticism towards the
political establishment of highly institution-
alised European welfare states; an establish-
ment defined by the quest of centre-right
and centre-left parties to please the median
middle class voter. As Anders Ravik Jupsk"as
argues, populists crave a more participatory
democracy and the use of referendums as a
check and balance against bipartisan poli-
tics.10 These predispositions clearly separate
them from extremist parties on the left and
right, which, as noted above, are often anti-
democratic and willing to use violence to
promote their political ideas.

What Mudde calls the ‘main bad’ about
populism is its monist and moralist ideology,
which denies the existence of divisions of
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interests and opinions within ‘the people’.
But what’s the difference between populists
claiming that they are the vox populi—the
voice of all people—and the gridlocked cen-
tre-left and centre-right duopoly of liberal
democracies which might sidestep important
issues for large parts of the electorate? An
uncompromising stand from political elites
toward the right-leaning populist parties can
only lead to a polarised political culture, ‘in
which non-populists turn into anti-populists’,
argues Mudde, and result in a situation
where populism can turn ugly if it gets into
power.11

If we look for some common traits of right-
leaning populist parties in today’s Europe,
seven similarities stand out. These parties: (1)
criticise societal elites, in particular what they
see as an integrated and anti-popular political
elite; (2) claim to represent ‘the people’ versus
‘the elite’; (3) are protectionist and hostile to
immigration; (4) are critical of minority poli-
tics; (5) use rhetorical arguments which are at
times extremely value-laden and biased,
always blaming someone else for popular
misery; (6) are nationally-minded and willing
to use nationalistic rhetoric and propaganda
to win votes; and (7) are against the Euro-
pean Union and their country’s membership
of the EU. It is, however, important to note
that, even though many of the right-leaning
populist parties in Europe fit most of the
seven criteria listed above, this doesn’t mean
they all look the same.

There is, for instance, a big difference
between the Progress Party in Norway,
which at present is part of a centre-right
coalition government made up of the conser-
vative party Høyre, the liberal party Venstre
and the Christian democratic party Kristelig
Folkeparti, and Geert Wilders’ Freedom Party
in the Netherlands when it comes to their
views on immigration and the rhetoric they
employ. Wilders’ party, which is a strange
construction insofar as it is made up of only
one person—Geert Wilders himself—has a
much harsher way of attacking immigrants,
particularly immigrants from outside Eur-
ope, than the Norwegian Progress Party,
although individual politicians in the Pro-
gress Party can at times say things about
immigrants that the leadership of the party,
or the other parties in the government coali-
tion it is part of, strongly condemn. But all

the eight right-leaning populist parties
included in this analysis have, both in their
party programmes and political rhetoric, an
essentially anti-immigration approach.12

In the party programme of the Austrian
Freedom Party it is, for instance, stated that
‘Austria is not a country of immigration’,
and in the programme of the Danish Peo-
ple’s Party that ‘Denmark is not an immi-
grant-country and never has been’. In Italy,
the Lega uses an election poster with the
clear message Stop Invasione (Stop the Inva-
sion) and in Finland the Finns produced a
video for the European Parliament election
campaign this spring in which they argued:

There´s been a growth of many large nation-
alist and patriotic parties that have even
formed governments. It´s been a case of peo-
ple being fed up with the inability of tradi-
tional political parties to solve the challenges
facing Europe—with the most serious prob-
lem being the immigration crisis.

A similar criticism, which sums up much of
the argument presented here about right-
leaning parties being a disruptive element in
today’s bipartisan political environment, is
presented by the Sweden Democrats in their
‘view on the political situation’:

For a long time, we were the only ones who
warned of the problems created by the other
parties. We warned of the emergence of
areas of alienation, the rise in aggravated
sexual assaults, organized crimes, human
trafficing, honour violence, religious extrem-
ism, and galloping migration expenses—
while the welfare has been wrecked. We
warned at an early stage, but the other par-
ties chose not to listen. For you as a voter, it
hasn’t mattered which political bloc you
voted for—in the end they have made the
same wrong priorities. To them, the crisis
became an actuality only when their poll
numbers dropped.

The tone of the Norwegian Progress Party is
a bit more moderate as regards the criticism
of the other political parties, but here too,
immigration is linked to the development of
the welfare state:

To ensure sustainable public services, Nor-
way needs to rethink its immigration poli-
cies. For too long, Norway has admitted
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more and more immigrants without thinking
about the strain on integration policies and
public services. The Progress Party is the
only party that takes this challenge seriously
and wants a fair and sustainable immigration
policy.

In the Netherlands, we are back to a much
tougher anti-immigration attitude with Geert
Wilder´s Freedom Party arguing that, ‘Mil-
lions of Dutch citizens have simply had
enough of the Islamization of our country.
Enough of mass immigration and asylum,
terror, violence and insecurity’. While in Ger-
many, the Alternative for Germany, also
argues that ‘Germany is by no means a clas-
sic immigration country, least of all a target
of mass migration as seen in 2015’—and
makes it clear that, ‘The topics of asylum
and immigration are characterized by an ide-
ologically-biased climate of political correct-
ness’.

Does immigration spark right-
leaning populism?
The most common explanation of why right-
leaning populist parties in Europe have been
on the rise over recent decades, is immigra-
tion. Or, to be more accurate maybe, what
the authorial board of the International Asso-
ciation for Political Science Students calls the
rhetoric of immigration:

the rise of populists in Europe is not really
about immigrant numbers. It is about the
rhetoric of immigration which exploits pre-
existing social and economic inequalities to
exacerbate fear and anger. Dealing with pop-
ulism requires fixing these underlying struc-
tural problems . . . Therefore, politicians
should focus more on helping those left
behind by globalization and technological
change by making growth inclusive rather
than decreasing immigration arrivals.13

The rhetoric of immigration seems to
spark right-leaning populism, but it does not
necessarily manifest a political cleavage on
its own. As James Dennison and Andrew
Geddes tell us, right-leaning populist parties
have benefitted from a sharp increase in the
salience of immigration amongst some vot-
ers, but aspects of immigration have in the
last decade activated pre-existing opposition

to immigration amongst a shrinking segment
of western European publics:

There is little evidence that there is a rising
tide of anti-immigration sentiment sweeping
across Europe. Rather, while there are impor-
tant forms of variation, such as those
between countries, attitudes to migration are
remarkably stable and have actually become
gradually more positive to immigration from
outside and within the EU over the last dec-
ade. What matters more to voting, as we
show, is the high salience of the immigration
issue around 2015 and the effects of this sal-
ience on political behaviour.14

Dennison and Geddes are sceptical of
those who put too much emphasis on the
rhetoric of immigration and strong causal
effects of negative media coverage on the
rise of right-leaning populist parties in Eur-
ope. What they argue is that attitudes to
migration, like attitudes to other political
issues, ‘are primarily formed relatively early
in life and linked to key formative experi-
ences such as education. Once established,
they are difficult to shift, and are not formed
and re-formed on a daily basis by various
types of media coverage’.15 Hence, as we can
see from Figure 2, which is based on survey
data from Standard Eurobarometers 2013–
2018, there was a high salience of the immi-
gration issue around 2015, but its importance
seems to have faded as the number of immi-
grants has gone down and many parties
other than the right-leaning populist parties
have adjusted their rhetoric and policies on
immigration to accommodate demands from
lost voters.

It should be noted, however, that the
numbers in Figure 2 are based on answers
given by citizens of the EU who see immi-
gration as one of the two most important
issues facing their own country. When asked
the same question concerning the two most
important issues facing the EU (except for
2009, when their own country was used), the
numbers are quite different. As can be seen
from Figures 3–6 (second column), the
importance of immigration as one of the two
most important political issues for the EU
has clearly gone up in all countries over the
last decade (Norway is not part of the Euro-
barometer and therefore omitted on this
variable). So has the support for right-
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leaning political parties between the last two
elections recorded here (third column), with,
as noted earlier, the exception of Finland

and Norway where the right-leaning pop-
ulist parties were in government before the
last elections recorded here.
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Figure 2: Citizens who see immigration as one of the two most important issues facing their
country, Autum 2013–2018 (per cent)
Source: Standard Eurobarometers 80, 82, 84, 86, 88, and 90 (autumn 2013–2018). [Colour figure can be
viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Figure 3: Total inflow of foreign citizens as percentage of total population (2005), immigra-
tion seen as one of two most important issues for the EU (2005), and support for right-lean-
ing populist party in closest election around 2005 (per cent)*
*The parliamentary elections were held in Austria 2006, Denmark 2005, Italy 2006, Finland
2003, Norway 2005, and Netherlands 2006. The Sweden Democrats and Alternative for Ger-
many did not run for election in this round. Norway is not included in Eurobarometer surveys.
Source: OECD.Stat (2019), Eurostat (2009), and International Foundation for Electoral Systems (2017),
Inter-Parliamentary Union (2018), New York Times (2017), Norwegian Centre for Research Data (2018),
and the parliaments of the eight countries.
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Issue salience and the rhetoric of immigra-
tion can problably explain much of this, but
what about the actual number of immigrants
coming to these countries? Does an increase
in the number of immigrants make people
more concerned about immigration as a
political issue and hence incline them to vote
for right-leaning populist parties with a clear
anti-immigration message?

If we look at the first column in Figures 3–
6, which illustrates the total inflow of foreign
citizens per year as per cent of total popula-
tion in the eight countries—that is, all kinds
of immigrants from those seeking asylum to
people with temporary working permits and
their family members—the percentage is
quite low but increasing from 2005 to 2017
in all countries except for Italy and Norway.

On average, there has been an increase in
the per cent of total inflow of foreign citizens
to these countries from 0.57 in 2005, 0.76 in
2009, 0.81 in 2013 to 1.17 in 2016, with a
variation in 2016 between Italy with 0.43 per
cent at the bottom and Germany with 2.08

per cent at the top. Whether there is a causal
relationship between increased inflow and
growing support for right-leaning political
parties is of course not easy to say, but there
seems to be a correlation between the three
variables in Figures 3–6 indicating that—
with a rising number of immigrants—people
get more concerned about immigration as a
political issue for the EU and the number of
people who vote for right-leaning populist
parties with a strong anti-immigrant attitude
increases. But there might be other explana-
tions for the rise in support for right-leaning
populist parties in these countries.

Can increased inequality explain
the growth of right-leaning
populism?
After the French economics professor Tho-
mas Piketty published his book Capital in the
21st Century in 2013, the issue of rising pop-
ulism has increasingly been linked to a
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Figure 4: Total inflow of foreign citizens as per cent of total population (2009), immigration
seen as one of two most important issues for ’your country’ (2009),* and support for right-
leaning populist party in closest election around 2009 (per cent)**
*Figures from the Eurobarometer on immigration seen as one of two most important issues
were in the 2009 Standard Eurobarometer directed towards ‘your country’ and not ‘the EU’.
** The parliamentary elections were held in Austria 2008, Denmark 2007, Italy 2008, Finland
2007, Norway 2009, and Netherlands 2010. The Sweden Democrats and Alternative for Ger-
many did not run for election in this round. Norway is not included in Eurobarometer surveys.
Source: OECD.Stat (2019), Eurostat (2009), and International Foundation for Electoral Systems (2017),
Inter-Parliamentary Union (2018), New York Times (2017), Norwegian Centre for Research Data (2018),
and the parliaments of the eight countries.
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discussion about growing economic inequal-
ity in liberal democracies.16 The main argu-
ment, particularly promoted by the political
left, has been that economic inequality has
risen as a result of a neoliberal turn in Wes-
tern welfare states in the 1970s and ’80s,
which jeopardised the traditional political
compromise between left and right—labour
and capital—through a limitless belief in
globalisation and free market ideology, and
as such paved the way for populist move-
ments.

Even though right-leaning populism has
been on the rise in some of the countries
scrutinised here since the 1970s and ’80s, it is
however difficult to find empirical support
for this argument since the surge for right-
leaning populist parties has come after the
turn of the century, and for most people life
has improved remarkably in these countries
over recent decades. As can be seen from
Table 1, these eight countries are among the
most successful welfare states in the world,

where the inequality between rich and poor
is at its lowest and gross domestic product
per capita in purchasing power parity at its
highest.

If we go to the first column of Table 1, the
Gini coefficient—the most common way to
measure inequality—shows that, in 2016,
seven of the eight countries with strong
right-leaning populist parties were better off
than the average of the EU pertaining to
inequality. Italy is the exception, with a Gini
coefficient at 33.1 compared to the EU aver-
age of 30.8 (0 would be full equality; 1 full
inequality). If we compare 2016—which is
the latest year we have comparable figures—
with 2008, Austria, Finland, Norway, the
Netherlands and Germany have in fact
become more equal, while Denmark, Italy,
and Sweden have experienced the reverse
trend.

The Gini coefficient is not the only way of
measuring inequality, however, and it does
not say anything about the experience of low
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Figure 5: Total inflow of foreign citizens as percentage of total population (2013), immigra-
tion seen as one of two most important issues for the EU (2014),* and support for right-lean-
ing populist party in closest election around 2013 (per cent)**
*Figures from the Eurobarometer on immigration seen as one of two most important issues
are for 2009 based on the same question as taken from EB 81, July 2014, since this question
was not asked in the Standard Eurobarometer in 2013.
**The parliamentary elections were held in Austria 2013, Denmark 2011, Italy 2013, Finland
2011, Norway 2013, Netherlands 2012, Sweden 2010, and Germany 2013. Norway is not
included in Eurobarometer surveys.
Source: OECD.Stat (2019), Eurostat (2009), and International Foundation for Electoral Systems (2017),
Inter-Parliamentary Union (2018), New York Times (2017), Norwegian Centre for Research Data (2018),
and the parliaments of the eight countries.
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or moderate income/wealth groups when it
comes to the effects of increasing inequality
in an affluent welfare state society. But con-
trolled for two other factors of inequality, we
see from column two and three very much
the same tendencies as those pertaining to
the Gini coefficient, although in column two
Norway and Germany are in the same camp
as Denmark and Sweden, while Austria goes
the other way.

In the third column, we measure changes
in living standards in the eight countries,
and see that they have become worse in
Austria, Denmark, Italy, the Netherlands,
and Germany, but improved in Finland,
Norway and Sweden. Put together, however,
the three columns do not give us any clear
indications of which countries should have a
special reason for favouring right-leaning
populist parties—barring maybe Italy—if
growing inequality has anything to do with
it. With the exception of Italy, compared to
the EU average, all these countries have
higher GDP/capita measured in purchasing
power parities at constant prices, as can be
seen from column four in Table 1.

What about system de-
legitimation—can that explain
right-leaning populism?
As we have seen above, one of the main
characteristics of right-leaning populist par-
ties is their idea that society is ultimately
divided into two homogeneous and antago-
nistic groups: ‘the pure people’ and ‘the cor-
rupt elite’, with populists arguing that
politics should be an expression of the (gen-
eral) will of the people. It should be expected
therefore that right-leaning populist parties
would gain more support in countries where
people don’t trust societal institutions than
where they do. But this is not the case if we
look at the figures in Table 2.

What we see here is that—again with Italy
as an exception—in all these countries, citi-
zens have a much higher trust in the politi-
cal and judicial system of their country
(columns 1 and 2) than the EU average. Fur-
thermore, trust went up in all countries, even
in Italy, from 2016 to 2017, which is surpris-
ing when we consider the strong pressure
the refugee situation in 2015 put on

immigration authorities and the political and
legal institutions of many European coun-
tries in 2016 and 2017. Moving to column 4,
this is based on an index of eight variables
and shows us that people also have strong
confidence in institutions related to the rule
of law and democratic decision making in
the eight countries.

Finally, when we discuss the degree of
trust in political and legal institutions, we
should also—as in column 3—look at a vari-
able such as solidarity. Here the Netherlands
is the exception when it comes to compar-
isons with the EU average. We do not have
figures for Norway unfortunately, but for
the other Nordic countries there is a strong
feeling of solidarity both compared to the
EU average and in general. This is particu-
larly true for Denmark and Sweden, and to
a certain extent Finland, while a country like
Germany has a quite low score, although
higher than the EU average. Furthermore,
Germany is the only country in which citi-
zens became less trusting from 2016 to 2017,
with a decrease of 3 percentage points.

We might be tempted to explain this in
light of the refugee situation in 2015, when
the German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, said
Germans should open their arms and hearts
for one million refugees, while the party
Alternative for Germany argued the opposite
and surged in the opinion polls. But Sweden
also took in many immigrants in 2015 and
the Sweden Democrats increased their sup-
port considerably, yet this hasn’t influenced
the strong feeling of solidarity amongst
Swedes. In 2017, 93 per cent saw solidarity
as positive in Sweden, while only 82 per cent
did so in Germany—although both were
above the 79 per cent EU average. In Swe-
den there was even a growth of 6 percentage
points from the year before, while Germany
was the only one of these countries where
people became more negative towards soli-
darity from 2016 to 2017 (a reduction of 2
percentage points).

Bipartisanship seems to play an
important role
As we can see from Table 3, all the eight
countries scrutinised here have either had a
centre-right, centre-left or grand coalition in

766 J A N E R I K G R I N D H E I M

© 2019 The Author. The Political Quarterly published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of
Political Quarterly Publishing Co (PQPC).

The Political Quarterly, Vol. 90, No. 4



government in the last elections prior to the
recent success of right-leaning populist par-
ties. We might not be able to determine a
causal relationship, but increased support of
right-leaning populist parties correlates with
the presence of a more bipartisan political
landscape along the lines of Anthony
Downs’ argument that when competing par-
ties start formulating policy to gain votes in
the political centre, rather than seeking to
gain votes in order to carry out certain pre-
conceived policies, voters start looking for
alternatives and the electorate is polarised.

We see this in many European countries
today: traditional conservative and Christian
democratic parties on the right resemble
more and more their social democratic oppo-
nents on the left and vice versa. Broadly
speaking, conservative parties have become
more socially liberal while social democratic
parties have become more market friendly,
and parties to the right and left of them are
growing while the electoral basis of the
established parties along the left-right politi-
cal division is being eroded. This is certainly
true for social democratic parties, which

have in particular experienced a marked
decline since the 2008 financial crisis. Con-
servative parties, though, have not been so
badly affected.

There are many reasons for this, such as
societal structural changes, declining party
identification, and the evolution of new
political demarcations. In the 1960s and ’70s,
a realignment from materialistic to post-ma-
terialistic values in the electorate changed
voting patterns in most liberal democracies,
while deregulation, reregulation and privati-
sation of public services had the same effect
when they dominated the political agenda in
the 1980s and ’90s. Today, conflicting views
on globalisation, immigration and questions
related to integration of immigrants are
heavily discussed, particularly in advanced
liberal democracies.

There is a certain irony to this, since the
success of the rights-based welfare state
seems to have stripped the established par-
ties of mobilising issues for a better society
and forced them instead to pursue a Down-
sian catch-all strategy, emphasising the
importance of the median voter’s rational
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Figure 6: Total inflow of foreign citizens as per cent of total population (2016),* immigration
seen as one of two most important issues (2017), and support for right-leaning populist party
in closest election around 2017 (per cent)**
*Figures for total inflows from 2016 are divided as per the country’s population in 2017.
**The parliamentary elections were held in Austria 2017, Denmark 2015, Italy 2018, Finland
2015, Norway 2017, Netherlands 2017, Sweden 2014, andGermany 2017. Norway is not included
in Eurobarometer surveys.
Source: OECD.Stat (2019), Eurostat (2009), and International Foundation for Electoral Systems (2017),
Inter-Parliamentary Union (2018), New York Times (2017), Norwegian Centre for Research Data (2018),
and the parliaments of the eight countries.
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choice of which party to support. This is
probably so because the rights-based and
highly institutionalised welfare states of
today’s liberal democracies are first and fore-
most a result of the political mobilisation of
a middle class which seems not to be very
interested in issues such as economic disloca-
tion in a globalised economy and the demo-
graphic changes that—at least according to
the right-leaning populist parties—challenge
the traditional values of the culturally
homogenous European nation states and
their deep-rooted Christian/social demo-
cratic ideologies.

From a political demography point of view,
immigration might frighten marginalised vot-
ers who fail to catch up with the structural
changes in the labour market owing to glob-
alisation, and a high density of foreigners in
certain areas of these societies might induce
cultural alienation. This again might spur
such voters to support disruptor right-leaning

populist parties in opposition to what they
see as an increasingly affluent middle class
elite, created and nourished by the centre-
right and centre-left political duopoly.

Conclusion
More research on right-leaning populist par-
ties is needed to say anything conclusive
about why they have recently become so
popular in the most advanced liberal democ-
racies in Europe. But it seems that as the
established political parties (which used to
mobilise voters along the traditional political
cleavage between right and left, capital and
labour) have become more like catch-all par-
ties striving for a place in the political centre
through the formation of centre-right, centre-
left or grand coalition governments, populist
political parties have substantially increased
their support to the right and left of them,
and opened up a kind of disruption in the

Table 1: Does increasing inequality lead to right-leaning populism?

Gini coefficient
2008–2016*

(EU 31.0-30.8)

Highest 20/
lowest 20 share
of income %
2007–2015

(OECD 5.5-5.5)

Change
in living

standards %
2008–2012***

GDP/capita
PPP constant
pricesUSD
thousand
2008–2016
(EU 34-35)

AUSTRIA 2017
Freedom Party 26.0 % 27.7–27.2 4.4–4.2 !0.6 43.1–43.1
DENMARK 2015
Danish People´s Party 21.1 % 25.1–27.7 3.4–3.6 !1.3 44.9–45.0
ITALY 2018
Lega 17.7 % 31.2–33.1 5.2–5.9 !7.6 36.5–33.5
FINLAND 2015
Finns 17.7 % 26.3–25.4 3.9–3.7 0.8 41.4–38.5
SWEDEN 2018
Sweden Democrats 17,5 % 25.1–27.6 3.9–4.2 5.9 42.1–45.1
NORWAY 2017
Progress Party 15.2 % 25.1–25.0 3.7–4.1 8.7 60.1–59.7
NETHERLANDS 2017
Freedom Party 13.1 % 27.6–26.9 4.6–4.6 -3.7 46.1–46.3
GERMANY 2017
Alternative for Germany 12,6 % 30.2–29.5 4,3–4,4 -0.7 40.4–43.1

The Gini coefficient provides an index to measure inequality. It is measured between 0, where everybody is
equal, and 1, where all the country’s income is owned by a single person.
**The average distribution of income between the 20 per cent highest and the 20 per cent lowest incomes:
increasing value means increasing inequality.
***Based on what is called ‘median equivalised disposable income’, that is, the total income of a household,
after tax and other deductions that are available for spending or saving, divided by the number of household
members converted into equalised adults; household members are equalised or made equivalent by weighting
each according to their age, using the so-called modified OECD equivalence scale.Sources: Eurostat 2018,
OECD 2018, Eurostat 2018, and OECD.stat 2018.17
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bipartisanship of the countries scrutinised
here.

Increased immigration does seem to be a
valid explanation for the surge in support
for right-leaning populist parties disrupting
this bipartisanship. The high salience of the
immigration issue in European politics
around 2015 certainly had an effect on the
political behaviour of the electorates of these
countries. At a time of external pressure, the
right-leaning populist parties—at least
according to themselves—stood out as a
political alternative to ‘carry out certain pre-
conceived policies’, rather than formulating
policy ‘strictly as a means of gaining votes’,
as Anthony Downs once put it. And as such,
they seem successfully to mobilise voters
who view them as a trustworthy alternative
to the centre-right and centre-left duopoly—
at least in these eight liberal democracies.

With reference to Dennison and Geddes, I
call this a political demography explanation for
the surge of right-leaning populist parties in
advanced democracies in Europe. It shares
similarities with the cultural backlash theory
advanced particularly by William A. Gal-
ston. But its main idea is that, rather than a
broad cultural or structural change in the
views of the voters on immigration in gen-
eral, the salience of the issue of immigration
at a time of increasing bipartisanship
amongst the established political parties of
the centre-right and centre-left duopoly is
probably the pivotal factor.

Vera Messing and Bence S#agv#ari have
mapped European attitudes towards migra-
tion both before and after the urgent migrant
situation in Europe in 2015 by using the
same data set as Dennison and Geddes.
Their conclusion is that ‘right-wing populist

Table 2: Does lack of trust in political and judicial institutions lead to right-leaning pop-
ulism?

Trust in political
system 2017 and
change from 2016
(EU 40%/+9%)

Trust in legal
system 2017
and change
from 2016

(EU 52%/+1%)

Very and fairly
positive to

solidarity 2017
and change
from 2016

(EU 79%/+2)

Trust in
judicial and
democratic
institutions,
score/scale

(0–1), 2014–2017*

AUSTRIA 2017
Freedom Party 26.0 % 60 (+20) 77 (+4) 83 (+9) 7/.83–8/.81
DENMARK 2015
Danish People´s
Party 21.1 %

60 (+14) 86 (+2) 87 (+4) 1/.89–1/.89

ITALY 2018
Lega 17.7 % 27 (+12) 41 (+10) 80 (+5) 35/.64–31/.65
FINLAND 2015
Finns 17.7 % 66 (+8) 85 (+1) 85 (+2) 3/.87–3/.87
SWEDEN 2018
Sweden Democrats 17.5 % 72 (+16) 78 (+6) 93 (+6) 4/.86
NORWAY 2017
Progress Party 15.2 % - - - 2/.88–2/.89
NETHERLANDS 2017
Freedom Party 13.1 % 78 (+19) 83 (+4) 67 (+6) 5/.85
GERMANY 2017
Alternative for
Germany 12,6 %

64 (+13) 72 (+3) 82 (-3) 60/.83

The index is made up of eight factors based on single questions asked to a random sample of respondents.
The eight factors are: (1) constraints on government powers; (2) absence of corruption; (3) open government;
(4) fundamental rights; (5) order & safety; (6) regulatory enforcement; (7) civil justice; and (8) criminal justice.
Surveys conducted in the following years: Austria 2014 and 2017, Denmark 2014 and 2017, Italy 2014 and
2017, Finland 2014 and 2017, Sweden 2016, Norway 2014 and 2017, Netherlands 2016 and Germany 2016.
Source: Column 1–3 from Eurostat (2017) and Column 4 from World Justice Project (2018).18
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parties gather and feed on that part of the
population which is very negative towards
migrants and migration in general’. What
Messing and S#agv#ari also found, however, is
that ‘the level to which negative perceptions
of migration result in (unconditional) rejec-
tion is a function of the general norms char-
acteristic of the country, and are brought
about by political and media discourses, his-
torical experiences and dominant social val-
ues’.20 In addition to that, we might argue
that the degree to which anti-migrant narra-
tives are allowed to become the norm within
a society seems to depend also on the ‘rheto-
ric space’ the mainstream centre-right and
centre-left political parties are willing to give
to right-leaning populist parties and their
arguments in the political debate.
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