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Chapter 4: Swedish Democracy 

This chapter describes the one-party socialist dominance of Sweden, its theoretical 

explanations, its evolution, present day status and implication for society. Focus will also be 

on the powers of society balancing the Social Democratic dominance. This chapter will act as 

preparation for the study of the PRC relation to the “Swedish Model” in the following 

chapters. 

There can be no doubt that Sweden is a full and advanced democracy. Sweden is even 

regarded as the most democratic country in the world (Economist Intelligence Unit 2007).16 

Yet there are a few striking factors that make the Swedish democracy interesting, both in 

general terms but also from a Chinese viewpoint in particular (which is the focus of this 

thesis). 

Firstly, Swedish democracy is based on socialist ideology and democratic socialism. 

Albeit theoretically distinct from communism and traditional Chinese state socialism, there 

are similarities in the practicalities and of course they both go back on a common origin, 

Marxism and versions thereof. 

Secondly, Swedish socialist democracy works fully alongside capitalism. Socialism 

combined with capitalism, which might seem foreign to some observers, is also what the PRC 

government has been trying to pursue over the last 30 years. 

Thirdly, the Swedish political arena (and thus democracy and society along with it) 

has been completely dominated by one party since the breakthrough of democracy (in 1917): 

the Social Democratic Workers’ party (SAP),17 one of the most successful political parties 

ever. The PRC has been dominated by the Communist party (CCP) since 1949. Albeit under 

different circumstances, the dominance and thus shaping of society is evident in both cases.  

Fourthly, the Swedish democracy has since the 1930’s been characterised by a high 

degree of “consensus driven” politics among the political actors, both strengthening and 

restricting the one-party dominance (“it has always been SAP in power but they have not been 

able to do whatever the wanted”). As we have seen in the case of China, a two tiered 

                                                 
16  The Economist Intelligence Unit’s democracy index is based on five categories: electoral process and 
pluralism; civil liberties; the functioning of government; political participation; and political culture. 
17 In Swedish ‘socialdemokratiska arbetarepartiet’ (SAP). 
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factionalism, the input from other parties in the legislative debate and, in fact, the concept of 

democratic centralism also moves around consensus-driven politics. 

Fifthly, the democratisation and economic development of the country has occurred 

under a spectacularly long period of sustained peace and stability. The PRC leadership also 

maintains that peace and stability is what the country needs and aim for, claiming that the 

“peaceful rise”18 of the PRC is indeed no threat to the world. 

The Social Democratic Workers’ party (SAP) has been in control of government in 

Sweden for most of the country’s democratic era. From the 1920s and onwards the Social 

Democrats took a unique position in Swedish and European history. Their long continuous 

grip on power stretches from 1917 to 1923, 1924 to 1926, 1932 to 1976, and 1982 to 1991 

and 1994 to 2006 (83% of the time or 75 out of the last 90 years).19 

There are several examples of one party achieving dominance over a country (Japan -

LDP, Israel – Likud and Italy – Christian Democrats)20 all with their unique characteristics, 

but in none of these cases have the dominance been as long as in Sweden, a dominance which 

started already during the First World War, even before the Bolsheviks took power in Russia, 

and has continued until 2007. In their usefulness for this thesis, all but one fails to reach the 

requirements of dominance, longevity, prosperity, democracy, stability and socialism. 

Mexico was dominated by the Institutional Revolutionary party (PRI) for many 

decades but the party’s dominance did not exist in a full democracy. The Christian 

Democratic party dominated Italian politics for several decades after the Second World War 

but under high government instability. The party finally imploded in a corruption scandal and 

put into context its dominance did not last for long. The Liberal Democratic party of Japan 

has held control over Japan almost constantly since 1947. Yet again this is not a very long 

period of time and the party is not socialist, as a matter of fact it has been downright anti-

socialist for a long part of its history (Ethan Scheiner 2005:10). 

Furthermore, no other socialist party has had the same influence over a stable and 

democratic country. As stated, Sweden is today the most democratised country in the world 

with a long period of stability: no wars for 200 years, and societal changes managed without 

                                                 
18 With the words of former Singaporean leader Lee, “renaissance” would be a better and more neutral term for 
the current Chinese development. 
19 Statistical data from Swedish Government. 
20 See Pempel (1990) and Rimanelli (1999) for a list and definitions of dominant parties. 
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revolutions. During the Social Democratic rule, Sweden has become one of the richest 

countries in the world with one of the widest networks of general welfare. 

Applying Pempel’s four criteria for emergence of one-party dominance to Swedish 

politics of the last century, we see that the electoral dominance of the Social Democratic party 

has been maintained ever since the 1920’s. The SAP has since then always been the largest 

party in parliament by a wide margin, mostly receiving between 40 and 45 per cent of the 

votes (on two occasions, 1940 and 1968 more than 50%).21 This number is far more stable 

than that of other parties in the parliament. The second largest party (either the Agrarians or 

the Conservatives) have at most received around 25% in general national elections. According 

to Esping-Andersen, “the conventional theory of competitive democracy is difficult to 

reconcile with the unique degree of electoral stability that marks Swedish Social Democracy” 

(Esping-Andersen 1990:33).Thus, the theory presupposes that change is the rule and 

permanence the exception, which makes the SAP dominance so exceptional and fascinating. 

As noted by Pempel, even without an absolute majority in parliament, the SAP has 

had a dominant bargaining position and has been able to form coalitions both to the right and 

to the left. The party has historically relied on the Communist party for support in parliament 

and formed coalitions with the Agrarian party as well as reached agreements on different 

policies with the Liberals.22 Recently, the party has relied on the Green party and the Left 

party in a “loose” ad hoc coalition. Even though there have been attempts over the years to 

form other governments, these have mostly failed due to SAP’s strategic dominance, 

controlling the centre-left and setting the political agenda.23 

These two abovementioned criteria have led to the chronological dominance by the 

party over all successive governments. Even the governments in the 1970s and the 1990s that 

did not include the Social Democrats were somewhat dominated by them due to their ability 

to make their socialist policies and vision the norm (Esping-Andersen 1990:33).24  

                                                 
21 Statistics and election data in this chapter refer to several sources: the Swedish Census Bureau (SCB), När Var 
Hur yearbooks 1944-2007, National Election Authority (Valmyndigheten). 
22 After the breakdown of a rightist coalition government, a short-lived liberal minority government at the end of 
the 1970s relied on the support of the SAP. Tax reforms during the 1980s were mostly agreements between SAP 
and the Liberals. 
23 Even after the defeat in the 2006 elections, the SAP and the SAP policies continue to set the agenda. The 
Conservative-led government need to embrace the “workers’ party” ideal in order to win votes, legitimise their 
rule and maintain public support. 
24 Esping-Andersen only refers to the non-Social Democratic governments of the 1970s. 
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The fourth criterion also25 comes from the other three, the governmental dominance. 

Over the decades the SAP has had the opportunity to fulfil its own historical and ideological 

visions, the People’s Home (Folkhemmet), thereby shaping national policy and in its 

prolongation, the society. No one in Sweden today would challenge the People’s Home, not 

even the heavy tax burden is a major issue at elections.  

The People’s Home, which is the foundation of the SAP ideology, was crafted at the 

end of the 1920s. It is basically the formula for the welfare-society and included general 

socio-political help to families with children, public health insurance, housing policies, a set 

number of holidays decided by law, public pension funds etc. In addition to welfare issues, 

the People’s Home was also to bear the imprint of consensus and equality and the state should 

control the business not by ownership but by legislation, so-called Functional Socialism (Stig 

Hadenius 1991:261, Isaksson 1996:184). The People’s Home was in fact originally a term 

coined by the Conservatives. The Social Democratic Chairman Per-Albin Hansson chose this 

term deliberately as a “collective metaphor”, which could bridge the identity of class and thus 

rendering the SAP into a party for more classes (Isaksson 2000:189-191). 

When discussing Social Democratic dominance, Hege Skjeie (1999) puts weight on 

informal rules that may have played a key role in the long-lasting exercise of power by the 

Norwegian Social Democrats. Aucante (2005) expands this approach to include the SAP. 

These rules are: the unity of the working class movement; the discipline and unity of the party; 

and the unity of its leadership (Skjeie 1999:11). 

The first rule refers to the idea of a strong Labour movement with a sense of a historic 

mission to accomplish, well embodied in social policy reforms. In Sweden it is still common 

to refer to the Workers’ Movement – encompassing the party, the Union and the Movement 

(additional organisations of civil society) (Aucante 2005:12). 

The second rule is similar to the first. Although it could probably be true of most 

parties, there are different strategies to maintain unity. Aucante explains discipline and 

consensus have gradually been enforced in Nordic Social democracy. In a sense, freedom of 

opinion is the rule once consensus has been achieved (Aucante 2005:22), a comment to 

democratic centralism. The strongest and most recent challenge to the tradition of internal 

discipline has been the controversies over membership in EU and EMU. SAP was deeply split 
                                                 
25 See Sven Steinmo (2002:853). 
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at the EU referendum 1994 and the EMU referendum 2003 to the point that it had to tolerate 

more internal debate and diversity. 

The third rule highlights the unusual nature of SAP leaders. The succession processes 

have been very stable, resembling dynastic succession, or with the terminology applied to 

PRC leadership, generational, allowing for a considerable concentration of powers (Aucante 

2005:17). Indeed, all SAP leaders since 1907 have also become Prime Ministers. 

Emergence of One-party Hegemony - Historical Background  

In the years around 1900, the political struggle in Sweden was between farmers, urban 

lower-middle and working class on one side against bureaucrats, large landowners, and 

industrialists. The main issues of the day were taxation, military service, and the right to vote 

(only a fraction of the adults had the right to vote at the time).  

At the same time, the country went through a period of intense economic development. 

This created new political tensions. Finally, rising wages made it possible for workers to 

overcome the tax barriers for the right to vote. This new political reality forged a decision in 

1907 to adopt universal suffrage (for men) and proportional representation as a compromise 

between the two camps (liberal-socialists against the conservatives). The suffrage was 

extended in 1918 to include women and further smaller barriers were lowered and removed 

during the 1920s and 1930s.26 

Already here at the beginning of modern democracy we can glimpse the consensus 

politics. The Social Democrats surrendered pacifism, anticlericalism, republicanism27, and 

demands for nationalisation of industry. The conservatives approved Swedish participation in 

international organisations. The conservatives and liberals fully accepted government 

intervention in the economy and the social welfare state (Rustow 1970:359). 

The breakthrough for modern democracy in Sweden can be set to the years after the 

First World War. Some scholars have attempted to draw historical parallels from other earlier 

forms of democracy: for instance the old Scandinavian thing which could be likened with the 

Greek democracy of Athens. Some scholars have mentioned a kind of underlying democratic 

                                                 
26 For example age limit, proof of paid tax and allowing prisoners to vote. 
27 Although it is still part of the SAP party programme to abolish the monarchy. 
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popular sentiment in the Swedish national psyche. These descriptions however have little to 

do with the actual breakthrough of parliamentarian and liberal democracy. 

In 1914, the monarch of Sweden went against the majority in the parliament when 

appointing the government. This was to be the last time the king would be allowed to do so, 

soon only retaining ceremonial powers, and Sweden had become a de facto parliamentarian 

democracy. As mentioned, a couple of years earlier, the right to vote had been extended to all 

adult men (1907 and 1909) and in 1921 all adult women could vote for the first time. 

The Social Democrats formed part of a coalition government with the liberals from 

1917 to 1920, starting to implement social and political reforms. Later the SAP managed to 

mobilise the new electorate and in 1920 Hjalmar Branting, party leader of the first 

generation,28 formed the first pure socialist government in the world. 

The 1920s saw changes in government between the liberals, the conservatives and the 

social democrats. During the 1910s and 1920s the Social Democratic politicians had been 

viewed somewhat sceptical by liberals and conservatives, as non-worthy of ruling the country 

(Isaksson 2006:43) but by the 1930s it was apparently clear that the Social Democratic party 

was more than capable of governing Sweden. The party came to power with visionary 

political goals for the society. These political visions can be summed up in the 

abovementioned People’s Home term.29 

Finally in 1932, the Social Democrats came into a government position that would 

remain unbroken until 1976. Despite a stable division of the parties represented in parliament 

into two blocs, Swedish politics is often characterised as consensus driven (Guy Peters, John 

Doughtie and Kathleen McCulloch 1977:336). By and large this is due to the pragmatic view 

of politics the Social Democrats have had. The much ill-tempered election of 1948 can serve 

as an illustration. The SAP had elaborate plans on implementing planned economy but despite 

winning the election the party abandoned those plans because of the stern resistance amongst 

the opposition. Another example is the 1936 elections, where SAP gained 46% of the votes 

and would have been able to form a single party majority government.30 Therefore it came as 

                                                 
28 This thesis will adopt the ‘generation’ term also to SAP leadership with the current leadership belonging to the 
fifth generation. 
29 Introduced by the SAP leader Per-Albin Hansson in 1928. “Det goda hemmet känner icke några privilegierade 
eller tillbakasatta, inga kelgrisar och styvbarn.” “The good home does not know of privileged members or 
members set aside, no darlings and no stepchildren.” (author’s translation) 
30 With the support of the Communists by default. 
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a surprise when a coalition with the Agrarians was proclaimed. Yet again the consensus 

politics was held as the ideal. SAP Chairman Per-Albin Hansson said, “my party and I cannot 

proclaim non-resolvable policies of conflict. I believe strongly that I will reach the goal - the 

classless society - most safely if I use all the possibilities of cooperation that are offered 

amidst the oppositions. For me therefore, a policy that aims to a socialist order will be a 

consensus policy” (Isaksson 2000:90).31 This consensus policy would later be extended to the 

labour market (in fact a deal between the big industry and the government) with the 

Saltsjöbaden Treaty in 1938 between the labour union (Landsorganisationen, LO) and the 

employers association (Svenska Arbetsgivarförbundet, SAF) aiming to create stability on the 

labour market and prevent conflicts through system of joint efforts and centralised 

negotiations. This treaty and other Social Democratic politics during the 1930s became part of 

the so called “Swedish Model” which seemed as a middle way between capitalism and 

socialism/communism. 

During the Second World War the Social Democrats led a coalition government 

formed by all parties in the parliament except the Communist party.32 This Social Democratic 

led government managed to hold the country outside the fighting in the Second World War, 

thus keeping the economy and society intact and further implementing development and 

fostering stability under its rule as well as legitimising its rule. In the 1950s the Agrarian party 

joined a brief coalition with the Social Democrats but throughout the rest of the period after 

the war until 1976, the party ruled alone in government.  

The Social Democratic governments have mostly been minority governments relying 

on support from the Communists (after 1991 the Left party), despite the historic resentment 

between the two parties/ideologies. Because the Left party ideologically stands so far away 

from the Right parties, the SAP minority governments have in practice been able to act as if 

they were in majority. After 1998 this system has been somewhat shattered, as the Green 

party occasionally have sided against the government. Prime Minister Tage Erlander in the 

1950s and 1960s stressed time and again that the SAP bears the responsibility of social 

                                                 
31 “Jag för min del, lika lite mitt parti, proklamera oförsonlig motsättningspolitik. Jag tror tvärtom att jag säkrast 
kommer till målet - det klasslösa samhället - om jag utnyttjar alla de möjlighet till samarbete som erbjuder sig 
mitt uppe i motsättningarna. Därför kan för mig en politik, som syftar till en socialistisk ordning vara 
samförståndspolitik.” Speech by Per Albin Hansson, SAP leader 1925-1946, (translation by author). 
32 The Communists (along with the extreme right) were deemed security risks.  
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reforms and it needs to cling onto office as long as there is enough room for policy-making 

(Aucante 2005:12). 

After defeats in two elections in a row (1976 and 1979)33, where there were no major 

shifts in party strength but rather a more unified opposition, the Social Democrats came back 

to power in 1982 where they remained until 2006, with a brief and weak liberal-conservative 

coalition in government between 1991 and 1994. 

Even these years of non-socialist governments were characterised by Social 

Democratic dominance over politics. The coalition governments of the right parties between 

1976 and 1982 were weak and disintegrated twice. First because of disagreement on policies 

regarding nuclear power, after this a minority liberal government came to power at the mercy 

of Social Democratic support. The second disintegration occurred because the Agrarians and 

the Liberals sided with the Social Democrats on a tax reform, causing the Conservative party 

to leave the government. Also during the six years of non-Socialist governments there was no 

reorientation of the up to then swelling public spending and the basic ideas of Social 

Democratic policies (Esping-Andersen 1990:37). On the other hand, the second non-Socialist 

government between 1991 and 1994 started a change of system with cuts in public spending 

and privatisation. However due to the general economic crisis the liberal-conservative 

government had to ally themselves with the Social Democrats when trying to resolve the 

crisis, yet again the Social Democrats held vast influence over governance despite being in 

opposition. The non-socialist government lost power to the Social Democrats again in 1994 

and the Swedish Model of a sophisticated tax funded welfare society was maintained despite 

much disbelief among domestic as well as international experts (Göran Persson 2007). 

The SAP has mostly preferred single-party governments and the party carries a belief 

in the legitimacy of this form of government and even a preference for opposition rather than 

coalition government, for instance after the breakdown of the non-socialist government in 

1979 and 1981 (Aucante 2005:20). Even in the 1990s with a somewhat weakened electoral 

capital this mentality remained. Prime Minister Göran Persson forged “quasi-coalitions” with 

the Agrarians (1994-1998), the Green party (1998-2006), and the Left party (1998-2006). The 

minor parties, so-called “cooperation parties”, gained influence over policy-making but not in 

                                                 
33 ”It felt like a coup d’état”, a quote attributed to Marita Ulvskog present SAP party secretary about the election 
defeat in 1976. 
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any formal coalitions and were left without executive power-sharing (no cabinet seats).34 This 

parliamentarian hybrid was seen by Prime Minister Persson as “something political science 

never thought could be done” (Isaksson 2007).35 This way of organising the government has 

also led to the option for the SAP to cooperate with any other party in parliament or with none 

of the parties while at the same time securing support for the most vital policy making, in its 

truest sense fulfilling Pempel’s second requirement. 

Visionary Policies 

The domestic visionary ideas of the Social Democratic party over the last century can 

briefly be summed up in four parts: 

1. The right to vote, from the formation in the 1880s until rising to power in the 1920s. 

2. The People’s Home, from 1928 and onward. 

3. The Strong Society, during the 1950s and 60s.  

4. The Green People’s Home, from the 1990’s and ongoing. 

From the 1930 to the 1960, The Peoples’ Home was formed and transformed into a 

modern welfare state. The wide-ranging laws on social security resulted in a strongly 

expanding public sector, which came to be known as “The Swedish Model”, a middle way 

between capitalism and socialism with, if not good, at least peaceful relations between labour 

unions and big industry.  

The new party leader, of the third generation, after the Second World War, Tage 

Erlander, added his ideas of ”the strong society” to the earlier ”People’s Home”. The Strong 

Society is mostly characterised by the growing role the state power had in ordinary people’s 

daily life, mainly socio-political reforms in the 1950s and 1960s. These reforms were paid by 

a progressive tax system. 

The “strong society” policies reach their climax during the 1970s and 1980s with high 

taxes and the highly debated “wage earners’ funds”. The fourth generation leader, Olof Palme, 

had continued the same policies but with the addition of an international profile, standing up 

for international solidarity against imperialism and oppression.36 

                                                 
34 This settlement did not come until after significant bargaining. 
35 Referring to speech in February 1997. 
36 Indeed the USA briefly cut diplomatic ties with Sweden during the Vietnam War. 
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The Folkhemmet vision was challenged at the onset of the 1990s with the effects of a 

deep economic crisis. An agreement between the Social Democrats and the non-socialist 

government (like during the Second World War an agreement excluding the extreme parties 

to the left and to the right) managed to resolve the crisis and under the fifth generation SAP 

leadership, under Göran Persson, the Folkhemmet ideology was maintained adding the 

environmental element to create the vision of a Green People’s Home (Det gröna Folkhemmet) 

with energy self sufficiency and severely lowered pollution emissions (Mona Sahlin 2005:5-

20). 

Dominance over Society 

As a consequence of its long political rule, the Social Democratic party, and the 

Workers’ Movement, has come to dominate the Swedish society and the mentality of the 

Swedish people in several ways. 

Under its near century long dominance the Social Democratic party built and shaped 

many of the modern institutions in Sweden. Through these institutions, the party has been 

able to further influence politics, society and the electorate. These institutions were either part 

of the government or part of the civil society. Government agencies became a Social 

Democratic tool to shape and implement policies and to solidify the Workers’ Movement 

together with the party and the Union. Institutions in civil society took the shape of, amongst 

others, educational institutes for workers and people, co-operative grocery stores, insurance 

companies, newspapers, women’s organisations and a rent payers’ association. An illustrative 

example is the Swedish employment bureau. The Labour Market Board 

(Arbetsmarknadsstyrelsen, AMS), which was created by the Social Democrats in the 1950s 

and has ever since had a monopoly on the handling of employment and the subsidies for 

unemployed.37 This agency has also been used as a political tool and all the managers of the 

agency have been closely affiliated with the SAP.38  

Like many other socialist movements, the Swedish ”workers’ movement” driven by 

the Social Democrats and the labour union (LO) is highly organised and mobilised and has a 

                                                 
37 Originally, AMS was created as an institution counter-weighing unemployment caused by the Rehn-Meidner 
model. 
38 See Fredik Erixon (2005) and Ulrik Franke (2006) and Segerfeldt (2006) on, for instance vote buying through 
subsidies and rigging of statistical data in time for election campaigns. 
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high number of members and participants. Until 1990 members of many labour unions were 

given party membership collectively which strengthened party membership and facilitated 

mobilisation of votes during election (Pempel 1990:120). When this system was abolished the 

Social Democratic party had more than one million members (in a country of about 8.5 

million inhabitants). At its peak in 1980, the membership for the SAP reached 20% of the 

eligible voters! Today’s membership figure lies around 140, 000 members for the party.39 

However, about 80% of the labour force is member of the labour union, which continues its 

symbiotic relation to the party. The financial support the party receives for election campaign 

from the Labour Union is about five times as large as all the other parties’ election budgets 

(Klas Hjort and Segerstedt 2006:5). 40  A majority of the population also remains closely 

affiliated with any other of the Social Democratic institutions and organisations, may it be the 

cooperative grocery stores, rent payers’ organisations, or insurance companies. During the 

1930’s, these organisations started to grow. The importance of the interest organisations 

(Intresseorganisationerna) expanded and solved important questions on their own and 

negotiated directly with government and authorities. This led to a diminished role for the 

parliament whereas the influence of the party through this development sought new ways into 

society, beyond the parliament and political agitation (Segerstedt 2006). 

These organisations are now so entrenched in the Swedish society that they no longer 

bear the clear mark of Social Democracy but are interpreted as an integral part of the society. 

However, 13 out of the 30 largest politically independent voluntary organisations have at least 

one Social Democratic politician either as chairman or vice-chairman; 19 out of these 30 

organisations are economically dependent on the State, i. e. the SAP government (Segerstedt 

2006:13)41. In this sense the party has come to an end in the building and formation of society 

and thus has become more of a managing party. This system has also facilitated the party’s 

ability to keep control over its adaption, maintaining the efficient adaption. 

The SAP has also, due to its long stint at power, held control over the political 

appointment of leadership in non-political government agencies, state owned and controlled 

                                                 
39 In 1990, total membership1, 034, 000. 1992 (after abolishment of collective membership) 259, 000 members. 
In 1999, 177, 000 members, and in 2003 143, 407 members. Source: www.socialdemokraterna.se, Swedish 
Social Democratic Workers’ party official information. 
40 Also, on per capita basis, the support from the Labour Union to the SAP is more than five times as large as the 
money George W. Bush received for his election campaign in 2000. 
41 See also Anna Hård af Segerstad and Christian Sandström (2006). 
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companies and other organisations. These appointments are subject to the approval by the 

government, i. e. the Prime Minister but are, according to the consensus agreement, supposed 

to be selected by competence and not political colour. This agreement has more and more 

been discarded over the last two decades (J Johansson 1992:141)42 thus expanding the power 

of the party and muddling the separation of party and government. Former party Chairman 

and Prime Minister Persson even admitted this system was a condition for his rule (Persson 

2007), and although it follows the law it breaks with a long lasting agreement which would 

balance the political power against the managerial powers of government. 

So, despite having lost power over government in the 1970’s, in the 1990’s and most 

recently in 2006, the Social Democratic party has been able to maintain its influence over 

politics thanks to its unique position in society relying on its mass organisation, its close 

relationship to the labour union, and the fact that the society has been built and managed with 

the party at the helm since the 1930s. The relationship between the SAP and the union 

federations has always been close. The unions are central for the party’s finance, and the 

parties have frequently been relied on to pass legislation affected by the bargaining power of 

the labour union. 

The SAP has been able to cope with large amounts of responsive adaption also after 

its formative and struggling years. In the end, the long Social Democratic hold over power has 

given the party a legitimacy of rule. For decades the party has been proven capable of 

governing, even under the most difficult situations; during the Second World War,43 after the 

1973 election when the socialist and the rightist bloc received equal representation in 

parliament, after two assassinations of party leaders (Prime Minister and Chairman Olof 

Palme in 1986 and Foreign Minister Anna Lind in 2003), and with barely more than a third of 

the votes (1998-2002). 

The three occasions when a non-socialist coalition government have been given the 

chance to rule after an election have not been successful. On all three occasions the 

governments have split in disagreements and between 1991 and 199444 the rightist coalition 

also had to rely on support from the extreme right populist New Democracy party. All in all, 

                                                 
42 See also Erixon and Franke (2005), Linderborg (2001) and Isaksson (2006). 
43 Under imminent threat of German, Soviet as well as British aggression. 
44 In the summer of 1994, the Minister of Environment from the Agrarian party chose to resign but without the 
effect of dismantling the government. 
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this has given the impression amongst the people that the only viable government alternative 

must include the Social Democrats. At the same time however, the end of the SAP dominance 

has been proclaimed every time a government not including them has reached power and in 

the beginning of the 1990’s even the end of the Swedish Model was proclaimed by some 

Another perspective is that the equilibrium on which the SAP dominance has 

developed is relatively fragile (Aucante 2005:17). Therefore, in order to accommodate 

pluralism and to remain legitimate beyond a simply procedural view of democracy, the party 

has left a fair share of power to the other parties, in parliamentary committees, public 

commissions or in other corporatist institutions (Johansson 1992). This is a reason why 

opposition parties have not insisted on building brittle alternative coalitions at all costs, since 

they already have had a relatively good access to influence (Kaare Strøm 1990). 

Another reason for the SAP dominance is the party’s ability to mobilise and represent 

large sectors of society outside from the traditional class mobilisation of the workers. The 

origin of SAP is, not surprisingly, that of a pure labour party. Indeed the relationship to the 

labour union is still “symbiotic” and after the 2006 electoral defeat the whole Workers’ 

Movement have re-integrated and re-mobilised45. However, already during the 1920s there 

were questions whether the party should remain a party of one class or become “the party of 

the whole people”. In the 1930s these questions became realpolitik when alliances had to be 

built in order to secure the hold over government. The first such alliance was that with the 

Agrarian party, a workers-peasants alliance. As society changed after the Second World War, 

the SAP moved away from this alliance to orientate more towards the growing white collar 

group and the term “wage earner” (löntagare) was coined, encompassing working and middle 

class. Thus, the SAP became the wage earners’ party. In a similar fashion the Liberal 

Democratic party (LDP) of Japan managed to expand its original support base by adding other 

social groups (Patrick Köllner 2005). 

Balancing Powers 

The SAP might be the most dominant force in Swedish politics and society but there 

are a number of other powers balancing the party power, as should be in a democracy. 

                                                 
45 Persson Göran (party chairman 1996-2007), speech 17th September 2006, Sahlin Mona (sitting party chairman) 
speech 19th of March 2007. 
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First of all, the citizens of Sweden can change their government democratically. The 

349 members of the unicameral parliament, the Riksdag, are elected every four years in a 

proportional system of free, fair and undisputed elections. The Prime Minister is appointed by 

the Speaker of the Riksdag and confirmed by the Riksdag. 

No matter how dominant the SAP, or any other party for that matter, might become, it 

can never reach the highest office, the head of state. Head of State is the monarch, for the time 

being King Carl XVI Gustaf, crowned in 1973. Despite being highly popular, the King’s 

powers are limited to official, ceremonial, and symbolic functions. With the existence of a 

monarchy there is a division between the executive and a ceremonial power.46 

All the general freedoms required by a democracy are present in Sweden. Religious 

freedom is constitutionally guaranteed, and all churches, receive some state financial support. 

Academic freedom is ensured for all. Freedom of assembly and association is guaranteed, as 

are the rights to strike and participate in unions.47 Trade union federations are strong and well 

organized and represent approximately 80 percent of the workforce; this is in reality not a 

balancing power per se since the labour union is a part of the Workers’ Movement. The labour 

union organisation can therefore be seen as a faction with in the party/Movement. 

Domestic and international human rights NGOs generally operate in the country 

without government restrictions. Sweden’s judiciary, which includes the Supreme Court, 

district courts, and a court of appeals, is independent although top judges are politically 

appointed. There has been heated debate in recent years whether the Social Democrats have 

abused their power of appointment by favouring people affiliated with or members of the 

party and the Workers’ Movement. This does not only apply to the judiciary but in general 

regarding political appointments in government agencies, universities, state owned companies 

and state monopolies. The concern is that the traditional consensus policy of keeping a 

balance between appointees affiliated with the opposition and those with the government have 

been tilted under the fifth generation SAP leadership in favour of Social Democrats. 

Sweden has a robust Freedom of Information law. The law aims to ensure that all 

actions by public authorities that concern the people are open to scrutiny. Sweden’s media are 

                                                 
46 Generally, the Swedish system is divided into five powers of state: the ceremonial (the monarchy), the 
executive (the cabinet), the legislative (the parliament), the judicial and the examination power (the press, 
although independent from the state structure). 
47 See Freedom House for thorough description of the civil liberties of Sweden. 



50 | P a g e  
 

independent and make highly and frequent use of the information laws. Legal protections for 

press freedom are one of the oldest in the world and date back to the 1766 Freedom of the 

Press Act, part of the constitution. All print media are privately owned, and the government 

subsidises daily newspapers regardless of their political affiliation. Although some 

newspapers are affiliated with the left, most newspapers have a liberal orientation.48 This 

creates a situation where the government always are under scrutiny and a forum for, heated, 

political debate and in the end, a potent balancing power against the socialist government.  

Factionalism 

Like we have seen within the Chinese Communist party, factions exist to a high 

degree also in the SAP. Earlier research on the Swedish Social Democrats has been 

confronted with the problem to study the party as a homogenous actor, mostly because the 

party is, as we have seen, a very large organisation and harbours many internal differences of 

opinion. 49  The factions within SAP revolve mainly around a right-left axis, with one 

pragmatic faction closer to the socio-liberalism and one leftist faction which seek structural 

changes of society in a socialist direction. This right-left divide in the party came into the 

open at the end of the 1980s in relation to a tax reform and an approaching crisis in the 

economy.50 To a certain degree the labour union comprise a third faction representing the 

interests of the workers. This factionalism naturally contributes to the balancing of power. 

Party decisions have to be agreed upon between the factions thereby preventing extremism. 

During the campaigns for the EU and EMU referenda (1994 and 2003), the party was split in 

a ‘yes’ and a ‘no’ faction, which were allowed to openly debate each other, although the 

central party-line was ‘yes’. 

Three important events of internal policy struggle can serve as an illustration. All 

these events regard the question of “economic democracy” and whether the party should take 

steps to enforce political regulations of ownership and ownership rights: first the discussion 

about planned economy in the 1920s, secondly the continued ideas of planned economy 

implementation after the Second World War and thirdly the “wage earners’ funds” in the 

                                                 
48 Nevertheless, in the journalist corps, most journalists sympathise with the Left, the Green or the Liberals, thus 
criticism against the SAP government might appear both from left and right. 
49 See Torsten Svensson (1994) for further discussion of the problem. 
50 The so-called War of the Roses after the rose as the party symbol. 
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1970s and 1980s. With an implementation of the wage earners’ funds, a part of the company’s 

profit would be invested in funds controlled by the labour unions thereby in effect gradually 

gaining control over the company.51 These attempts of policy implementation resembling 

collectivisation met harsh resistance both from the political opposition as well as from within 

the party and the Movement and the plans were eventually scrapped. 

                                                 
51 At this time some Swedish citizens received political asylum in Canada since it was perceived that Sweden 
was implementing communism. 




