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Abstract 

 

This master's thesis analyses the growing influence of far-right populist forces, here embodied 
by the Sweden Democrats, on debates and policies related to the energy transition in Sweden. 
Through an interdisciplinary approach combining political theory, discourse analysis and 
empirical studies, this research demonstrates how populism and the far-right are restructuring 
public debate around energy sovereignty, national identity and resistance to European 
injunctions. An analysis of the Sweden Democrats' election manifestos (2022 and 2024) reveals 
a crisis rhetoric, an opposition between ‘the people’ and ‘the elites’, and a minimisation of the 
climate emergency, justifying a wait-and-see approach and the promotion of nuclear power as 
a symbol of national independence, to the detriment of renewable energies and social justice. 
On the ground, while populist rhetoric contributes to polarising the debate and slowing down 
the adoption of ambitious policies, Sweden's economic, social and institutional dynamics show 
resilience and a capacity to pursue a just energy transition, despite the rise of the far-right. This 
work highlights the importance of strengthening citizen participation, social equity and 
transparency in energy governance to counter the risks of fragmentation and political 
polarisation, while offering a reflection on the challenges of the energy transition in the broader 
European context. 
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Introduction 

 

Energy: The far-right’s new battleground 

Over the past decade, the growing influence of far-right political forces has become a defining 
feature of the European political landscape, with significant implications for the direction and 
ambition of energy transition (ET) policies. After focusing primarily on immigration for years, 
far-right parties across Europe and beyond are now targeting climate and energy policy as one 
of their major political battlegrounds. This shift is evident in countries such as Germany, Italy, 
Poland and Sweden, where right-wing populist groups have organised opposition to climate 
action, portraying it as a threat to national sovereignty, economic security and traditional 
lifestyles. Sweden was chosen as a case study because of the uniqueness of its political, energy 
and social model, which contrasts with the trajectories observed in other European countries 
mentioned. While most European nations face similar tensions between sovereignty, ET and 
social justice, Sweden stands out for the maturity of its public debate, the historical centrality 
of environmental issues in the political agenda, and the coexistence of particularly strong 
national and local dynamics. By choosing Sweden, we are therefore seeking to use a unique 
case to analyse the complexity of the discourse and policies related to the ET, while highlighting 
general trends which could also be relevant to understand the phenomenon in the wider 
European context. 

The enduring legacy and evolving challenges of Sweden’s welfare state 

To paint a portrait of contemporary Sweden, is to capture the trajectory of a nation whose 
identity and political culture have been profoundly shaped by social democracy and, above all, 
by the vision of Hansson1. It was Hansson, in his landmark 1928 speech to the Riksdag, who 
articulated the concept of Folkhemmet – ‘the people’s home’ – as the cornerstone of a new 
social contract for modern Sweden (3). This vision, rooted in ideals of equality, solidarity, and 
inclusion, was not merely rhetorical: under Hansson’s leadership from 1932 to 1946, Sweden 
saw the implementation of sweeping reforms – unemployment insurance, health and maternity 
benefits, pensions, and public housing – that transformed a society marked by deep class 
divisions into one of the world’s most admired welfare states. This social model, sometimes 
referred to as ‘the Swedish Middle Way’ (4) was a deliberate alternative to both laissez-faire 
capitalism and revolutionary socialism, seeking instead a pragmatic, reformist path that placed 
social cohesion and universal welfare at the heart of national identity. Further developed by 
figures such as Palme2, it became synonymous with Sweden’s postwar success and stability (5). 
It was credited not only with lifting millions out of poverty and building a robust welfare state, 
but also with insulating Sweden from the authoritarian and populist waves that swept across 
Europe during the twentieth century. The Social Democrats (S), by forging broad coalitions and 
emphasizing consensus, maintained power almost uninterruptedly from 1932 to 1976, and 
the Folkhemmet became both a political project and a powerful metaphor for Swedish society. 

The durability of this model has come under increasing strain in recent decades. The economic 
crisis of the 1990s, the pressures of globalisation, and rising inequality have eroded the 

 
1 Leader of the Social Democratic Party from 1925 to 1946, PM of Sweden from 1932 to 1936 and from 1936 to 
1946. 
2 Leader of the S from 1969 to 1986, PM of Sweden from 1969 to 1976, and from 1982 until his unsolved 
assassination in 1986. 
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foundations of the social contract (6). The very concept of Folkhemmet – once a unifying ideal 
– has become a site of political contestation, appropriated by the radical right to argue that the 
left has sacrificed national cohesion for multiculturalism, and immigration. This rhetorical shift 
mirrors a broader European trend, termed the ‘Populist Zeitgeist’ by Mudde (7; 8), in which 
far-right parties recast themselves as defenders of the ‘real people’ against ‘cosmopolitan elites’ 
and supranational institutions. Sweden therefore offers a distinctive perspective for observing 
developments in European politics. 

The Sweden Democrats and the polarisation of energy policy 

The Sweden Democrats (SD), members of the European Conservatives and Reformists (ECR) 
group, have become a pivotal force in Swedish politics, supporting a minority government 
through the Tidö Agreement (2022-present). This unprecedented arrangement raises the 
following problem statement: the resilience of Sweden’s political system in the face of populist 
challenges, and its capacity to meet the demands of a just and ambitious ET in an increasingly 
polarised international context. 

The ET occupies a central place in both Swedish imagination and its policy reality. As a pioneer 
in decarbonisation, Sweden, the 3rd lowest carbon intensity3 member of the International Energy 
Agency (IEA) in 2023 (9), has built more than 55% of its energy mix on biomass and nuclear 
power (Fig. 1).  

 
Figure 1. Total energy supply, Sweden, 2023 (10) 

 

The 1980 referendum on nuclear energy4, held in the aftermath of the Three Mile Island 
accident, marked a historic moment – demonstrating the country’s ability to organise a 
democratic debate on energy sovereignty, but also exposing the fragility of consensus around 
technological pathways and transition strategies. Today, the energy question has returned with 
renewed force, intensified by price volatility, the effects on the energy sector by the war in 
Ukraine and the centrality of climate change on the European agenda. The recent bankruptcy 
of the battery manufacturer Northvolt, once a symbol of green industrial ambition, starkly 
illustrates the vulnerability of this model to external shocks and rapid political change. In this 
context, the rise of populism is profoundly reshaping the contours of the energy debate. What 
was once a largely consensual project has become a battleground for political polarisation. 
Energy sovereignty, the defence of living standards, and criticism of the European Union (EU) 
now dominate public discourse. The SD’s ideological and rhetorical strategies allow them to 
channel public anxieties, mobilise a sense of crisis, and challenge the legitimacy of ambitious 

 
3 3.1 tonnes of CO2 per capita. 
4 A gradual, long-term phase-out of civil nuclear power, with a halt to the construction of new nuclear power 
stations, including other measures such as a tax on profits from hydroelectric power stations, assistance for low-
income earners in their energy expenditure, and more research into renewable energies, won the referendum of 23 
March 1980 by a narrow margin (39.1% against 38.7% in favour of shutting down existing nuclear power stations 
within 10 years, as well as a ban on new power stations or uranium mines. 
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climate policies. As this thesis will show, the opposition of ‘the people' to ‘the elites’, the 
denunciation of renewables, and the critique of European standards are not merely rhetorical 
devices; they are structuring the political landscape in Sweden and, increasingly, across Europe. 

The Impact of the SD’s energy programme on Sweden’s climate ambition 

As Sweden’s electricity production is largely decarbonised5 and its energy consumption is 
already highly electrified6, Sweden’s transition differs from countries such as Poland, which is 
still heavily dependent on coal for its electricity production7. However, these specific 
characteristics do not lead to the elimination of political divisions about the ET, which can be 
observed where energy mixes remain very carbon-intensive and where the transition may seem 
more difficult to achieve. The challenge in Sweden is then to meet future electricity demand, 
particularly that of its energy-intensive industry8, which is estimated to increase by 66 to 81 
TWh by 2035 (11). Debates over the future of nuclear power and the protection of national 
industry reflect broader tensions between questions of sovereignty, competitiveness, and 
sustainability that define Swedish ET today. It is this complex and evolving landscape that this 
thesis sets out to explore. At its core lies the question: how could the SD’s energy programme 
impact Sweden’s ability to achieve its climate and energy goals, particularly those related to 
European commitments? This question is not only timely but also emblematic of broader 
uncertainties facing liberal democracies and the European project. It invites us to explore the 
interplay between populist rhetoric, national identity and energy sovereignty to assess the risks 
and points of resilience for Sweden’s social contract and its contribution to the European ET. 

A multidimensional analysis of populist influence on Sweden’s ET 

Methodologically, to address these issues, this thesis adopts an interdisciplinary approach, 
combining political history, discourse analysis, governance theory, and public policy studies. 
The conceptual framework for this thesis is grounded in the academic literature on populism, 
the far-right, and the legacy of fascism. The decision to mobilise these three closely related but 
distinct concepts is driven by the need to understand the discursive strategies of protest 
deployed in the context of energy and climate transition. Firstly, populism, as a form of rhetoric 
and political mobilisation, to understand how certain parties present society as divided between 
a ‘homogeneous people’ and ‘corrupt or disconnected elites’. Secondly, the far-right, as a 
political family distinguished by its rejection of pluralism, its attachment to the traditional order 
and, often, nationalist and identitarian rhetoric, to understand resistance to the ecological 
transition and the questioning of European institutions. Thirdly, the legacy of fascism as a 
complementary analytical framework for examining the persistence or reactivation of certain 
ideological and discursive patterns, even if the current historical and institutional contexts differ 
from those of the 1930s, and to better understand the logic at work in the transformation of the 
Swedish and European political landscapes. To move beyond this interpretation based on 
classical political economy, a second triptych will be used to grasp the complexity of the current 
debates, which combine concerns about national independence, social justice and the scientific 
legitimacy of public policies. Firstly, the concept of energy sovereignty – crystallising the 

 
5 Hydro: 39.9%, nuclear: 29.2%, wind: 20.6% (10). 
6 Electricity accounts for around a third of Swedish Total Final Energy Consumption (TFEC), among the highest 
levels in the world (9). 
7 60.1% of the Polish electricity generation mix in 2023 (75). 
8 Forests, chemicals, mines and steel. 
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tensions between national autonomy and European integration, particularly visible in the 
Swedish context, where the issue of energy dependence and security of supply is central to the 
political debate. Secondly, the concept of ‘just transition’ – an essential concept for 
understanding the link between climate efficiency and social justice in a country where the 
welfare state has long been a model, and for analysing how the discourse on ‘just transition’ 
can be instrumentalised or appropriated by different actors. And finally, climate scepticism – 
to understand the resistance and controversies surrounding the ET. This approach is 
complemented by exploitation of interviews with Swedish economic actors, local political and 
non-political decision-makers, and on new studies conducted at Swedish universities. The study 
of these six key concepts (populism, the far-right, fascist heritage, energy sovereignty, just 
transition, climate scepticism) ultimately enables us to identify analytical indicators – 
rhetorical, symbolic and programmatic – which we will then compare with the SD discourse to 
verify their presence, consistency and modes of expression, using Maingueneau’s method of 
discourse analysis (12) and Eco’s fourteen characteristics of fascism (13) on the SD’s 
manifestos (SDMs) from 2022 and 2024 – documents chosen for their central role in defining 
political orientations and electoral mobilisation, as well as for their capacity to reflect how the 
Swedish social contract is being renegotiated in the context of globalisation and European 
integration. The operational indicators identified will then be compared with the socio-
economic realities in Sweden in order to assess their suitability for achieving carbon neutrality. 
This three-pronged approach – theoretical, discursive and empirical – aims to determine 
whether SD strategies, while responding to electoral considerations, compromise the 
effectiveness of climate policies. If so, this study will attempt to identify where mitigation levers 
– such as narrative reframing and institutional counter-narratives – to counter the influence of 
populist rhetoric and ensure that the imperatives of the ET are not undermined by demagogic 
strategies. 

From theoretical framework to stakeholder perceptions 

This research is structured in three stages, echoing the pedagogical and poetic journey of Nils 
Holgersson (4), the fictional character of a beloved Swedish schoolbook, who flies over Sweden 
on the back of his wild goose and discovers the beauty, diversity but also fragility of his country. 
The first chapter establishes the conceptual foundations via a literature review clarifying some 
of the important terms and theoretical debates that structure the Swedish and European ETs. 
The second chapter applies this framework to a detailed analysis of the SD’s 2022 and 2024 
election manifestos to operationalise the analysis and assess the extent to which the SD’s 
discourse aligns with the analysis matrix derived from the literature review. The final chapter 
examines how this discourse is perceived by economic actors and local civil servants and 
considers the potential for mitigation or amplification of its effects by institutional, economic, 
and civil society stakeholders. 
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1. Conceptual foundations for understanding the populist and far-right challenges to 
the energy transition 

Like Nils (1), who soars above the Swedish landscape to gain perspective before descending to 
observe its details up close, this first chapter invites us to zoom out and explore relevant 
concepts that structure the Swedish debate on the ET. This review of theoretical literature aims 
to give a better understanding of the political and ideological dynamics at work, but will, above 
all, help us identify the most relevant analytical indicators of our study, though their implication 
in the field of energy. The objective is thus to clarify the concepts of populism, the far-right, 
fascism but also sovereignty, climate scepticism and ‘just transition’, in order to understand 
how they influence the perception and treatment of the ET by the SD. 

 

1.1. Political theories and concepts 

1.1.1 The Concept of Populism: Crisis of representation and implications for energy 
policy 

Populism is a controversial concept with many meanings. It is often defined as a ‘thin ideology’, 
i.e. an ideology that does not propose a global vision of the world but is built around a central 
principle: the division between ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite’ (7). For Mudde, 
populism means that politics must claim that they express the general will of the people. Taggart 
(14) stresses the flexibility of populism, which is grafted onto more consistent ideologies 
(nationalism, socialism, etc.) in order to take shape. Laclau (15) proposes a discursive approach, 
seeing populism as a logic of constructing the ‘people’ through opposition to an ‘other’ (elite, 
minorities or Brussels). In a context of crisis in Western democracies, where authoritarianism 
or illiberalism are seen by some as systems of government better able to respond to profound 
crises (economic, social, climatic or health crises), Müller (16) sees populism as an intrinsic 
threat to pluralism, because it rejects the legitimacy of opposition, whereas Canovan (17) 
considers that populism can revitalise democracy by responding to the crisis of representation. 

As we will see, populism is shaping a vision of energy in which the fight against elites, the 
promotion of national control and the protection of citizens are becoming the foundations for 
challenging European transition and integration policies. 

Denouncing energy policies deemed elitist or out of touch with reality 

Populism in the energy sector is primarily manifested in the denunciation of policies deemed 
elitist or disconnected from the realities of the people. This stance translates into a discourse of 
mistrust towards supranational bodies, which are accused of imposing ideological choices to 
the detriment of national interests. Italian Council President Meloni, for example, proclaims: 
“The ideological approach that accompanied the creation of the European Green Deal and has 
supported its development thus far has had disastrous effects. […] It is not true that the only 
possible path to defend the environment and nature is the one defined by a blatantly ideological 
minority.” (18), illustrating how rejection of European policies is used to defend a national 
vision of energy justice. 
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Promoting energy sovereignty 

At the same time, promoting energy sovereignty is central to populist rhetoric. It involves 
claiming national control over energy resources and choices, presenting independence as a 
guarantee of prosperity and security. This aspiration is powerfully expressed in the words of 
the US President Trump: “We have ended the war on American energy, and we have ended the 
war on beautiful, clean coal. We are now an exporter of energy to the world. And the United 
States is now the number one producer of oil and natural gas anywhere in the world. We are 
energy independent.” (19), thus affirming the primacy of the nation over any external 
constraints and the value of traditional energy resources as the foundation of national power. 

Defending living standards against the ‘sacrifices’ imposed by the elite 

Finally, defending living standards against the ‘sacrifices’ imposed by the elite is another pillar 
of populist rhetoric in the energy sector. Here, the aim is to present transition or regulatory 
measures as threats to the well-being of ordinary citizens, justifying policies to protect them 
from price increases or restrictions. In Hungary, PM Orbán has legitimised energy price caps 
as a bulwark against Brussels, claiming to protect the people from decisions perceived as 
arbitrary or punitive coming from outside the country (20). 

While populism provides a flexible framework for understanding the opposition between ‘the 
people’ and ‘the elite’ and the ways in which this antagonism is mobilized in the energy debate, 
it is often intertwined with, but distinct from, the ideological currents of the far-right. Indeed, 
while populism can attach itself to a variety of host ideologies, including both left-wing and 
right-wing traditions, the contemporary European context – and the Swedish case in particular 
– shows that it frequently intersects with nationalist, authoritarian, and exclusionary discourses. 
To fully grasp the specific threat posed by populist actors to the ET, it is therefore essential to 
move beyond the general logic of populism and examine how it merges with the ideological 
repertoire of the far-right. The next section will clarify the contours of the far-right, exploring 
how these movements not only adopt the populist dichotomy of ‘the people’ versus ’the elite’, 
but also infuse it with themes of national identity, nativism, and a more radical rejection of 
pluralism – elements that have direct implications for their approach to energy policy and 
climate action. By shifting our focus from the broad logic of populism to the more specific 
ideology of the far-right, we can better understand the mechanisms through which energy 
sovereignty, resistance to European norms, and the defence of traditional industries become 
central pillars of political mobilisation. This will allow us to distinguish the rhetorical strategies 
common to all populist actors from those that are particular to the far-right, and to later assess 
their concrete impact on Swedish energy debate. 

 

1.1.2. The concept of the far-right: National identity and contestation of the energy 
transition 

Before delving into the concepts of the far-right, it is important to clarify why this section does 
not address the far-left. While both ends of the political spectrum can, in theory, challenge 
mainstream approaches to the ET, the reality of Swedish politics over the past decade justifies 
this focus on the far-right. In Sweden, it is the far-right – embodied above all by the SD – that 
has experienced significant electoral growth, shaped public debate, and exerted a tangible 
influence on both national and European policy agendas, especially regarding energy and 
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climate issues. In contrast, the far-left9, represented mainly by the Vänsterpartiet (V) – the Left 
Party, has remained marginal in terms of both electoral dynamics and agenda-setting power, 
particularly on ET debates. Moreover, the rhetoric and policy proposals of the far-right, as we 
will see in chapter 2, have been far more disruptive to the consensus on climate action and the 
direction of the ET. The SD, unlike the far-left, have opposed to European environmental 
regulations, shown scepticism towards renewable energies, and enhanced the defence of 
national sovereignty is central to their platform – often framing these issues in terms of identity, 
security, and resistance to ‘elites’. This focus is also justified by the broader European trend, 
where far-right parties have become key actors in contesting climate policy and promoting 
energy nationalism (21; 22). In the Swedish case, the far-right’s discourse has not only 
influenced public opinion but has also shaped coalition agreements and government priorities, 
as evidenced by the Tidö Agreement and the debates surrounding nuclear power and EU climate 
targets. For these reasons, and in order to provide a relevant and context-sensitive analysis, this 
section will concentrate on defining and analysing the far-right, whose impact on the ET in 
Sweden is both more direct and more significant than that of the far-left. 

The concept of the far-right remains fluid and debated, as it encompasses a variety of currents 
and strategies depending on the national context. Milza (23) defines it as a political current 
based on the rejection of pluralism, the exaltation of national identity and the desire to restore 
an order perceived as threatened. This vision is rooted in a reaction to the supposed erosion of 
traditional values and the loss of national homogeneity, often expressed through opposition to 
immigration, multiculturalism and supranational integration. The far-right is also distinguished 
by its radical criticism of liberal democracy, which it accuses of promoting relativism, moral 
decadence and the dilution of collective values. It generally promotes an organic conception of 
the nation, perceived as a community of destiny based on heritage, culture and sometimes 
ethnicity, and values authority, order and a return to hierarchies considered natural. For Eatwell 
and Goodwin (24), the term ‘national populism’ refers to the alliance between populist rhetoric 
– which pits the ‘real people’ against the elites – and an identity agenda that is often xenophobic. 
These movements mobilise concerns about cultural change, economic insecurity and mistrust 
of institutions, presenting themselves as defenders of national sovereignty. The boundary 
between populism and the far-right remains blurred. Mudde (7) proposes the notion of ‘radical 
right-wing populism’, characterised by a combination of three elements: populism (opposition 
between the ‘people’ and the ‘elites’), nativism (priority given to the national group of origin) 
and authoritarianism (preference for order and the repression of deviance). Rydgren (25) 
highlights the adaptability and diversity of these movements' strategies, in adjusting their 
discourse to local contexts. Finally, several authors, including Mudde (26), warn against overly 
broad or imprecise use of the term ‘far-right’, at the risk of diluting its analytical scope. The 
far-right is thus distinguished by its exclusive nationalism, its rejection of pluralism and its 
questioning of democratic norms, while remaining a multifaceted and evolving phenomenon. 

In the energy sector, the far-right stands out for its particularly strong mobilisation around the 
defence of national control over resources, opposition to European policies and a preference for 

 
9 It is important to bear in mind the historical and traditional differences that make it difficult to compare left-wing 
parties in continental European countries such as France, and Sweden. In general, the Swedish left is considered 
less radical. In Sweden, where social democracy (see Introduction, p.8) has been the norm for a very long time, 
the perception of what is “extreme” in the left-wing sense has been slightly different. In Sweden, the tendency to 
label the “Vänsterpartiet” (V) as ‘far-left’ has emerged among other parties over the last decade. 
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nuclear and traditional energies10, thus articulating a unique and radical vision of the ET. 
Looking at the influence of the far-right on energy policies, beyond populist rhetoric, we will 
examine how these positions are translated into concrete policy choices, institutional dynamics, 
and long-term impacts on the direction and ambition of national ETs. 

Defence of national control over resources 

The far-right has made national control over energy resources a fundamental principle. This 
demand is reflected in policies such as Trump's ‘America First Energy Plan’ (27), which rejects 
all international constraints and asserts the primacy of US energy independence. Through this 
stance, the far-right seeks to guarantee national prosperity and security, while promoting 
traditional resources as the foundation of the country's power. 

Opposition to European regulations 

Additionally, the European far-right is strongly opposed to the regulations imposed by Brussels, 
which it perceives as infringements on the sovereignty and autonomy of nations. PM Orbán of 
Hungary has stated that “We have only one mission left: to defend these achievements again 
and again against attacks from Brussels, which is trying to take away our energy tariff shield 
[…]” (28). This rejection is accompanied by rhetoric of resistance, in which the defence of the 
national model prevails over any external interference. 

Preference for nuclear and traditional energy sources 

Finally, the far-right favours the use of nuclear energy and traditional energy resources, which 
it presents as guarantees of stability, security and independence. This orientation is reflected in 
the SDs' 2024 manifesto: “In this way, the EU can help to stimulate more nuclear power in 
Europe and the world.”11 (SDM 2024, p.6, A realistic environment and climate policy). The 
choice of nuclear power and the continued use of fossil fuels are thus justified by the desire to 
maintain living standards and industrial competitiveness, while rejecting innovations perceived 
as costly or unreliable. 

The far-right distinguishes itself from other political currents by its emphasis on national 
identity, its rejection of pluralism, and its narrative of a nation under threat, all of which are 
mobilized to challenge established approaches to the ET. While the boundaries between 
populism and the far-right remain debated in academic literature, the latter brings a more 
exclusionary, nativist, and often authoritarian dimension to the populist dichotomy of ‘the 
people’ versus ‘the elite’. As exemplified above, this is evident in the far-right’s consistent 
advocacy for national control over energy resources, its opposition to supranational regulations, 
and its preference for traditional energy resources such as nuclear and fossil fuels. 

However, to fully understand the discursive strategies and symbolic resources mobilized by 
these movements, it is necessary to further explore the ideological underpinnings that inform 
their worldview. In particular, the legacy of fascism, as theorized by Eco (13), offers a useful 
framework for analysing how references to tradition, the rejection of modernity, and the 

 
10 Traditional energy often refers to fossil fuels. Here and elsewhere in this thesis, the term refers to Sweden's 
historical energy mix based on hydroelectricity and biomass, to which non-traditional energy sources, namely 
nuclear power, should be added. 
11 The SDMs were fully translated from Swedish to English using the DeepL online translator. Corrections to this 
translation are indicated by brackets […] throughout the document. 
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construction of internal and external enemies shape far-right approaches to energy and climate 
issues. The next section will therefore examine how and to what extent these elements are 
manifested in contemporary discourse, and what they reveal about the deeper ideological roots 
of the far-right’s stance on the ET. 

 

1.1.3. The legacy of fascism: Glorification of the past, rejection of modernity, and the 
construction of threats in energy discourse 

Fascism is a concept with blurred and evolving boundaries. Eco (13) identifies fourteen 
characteristics of ‘eternal fascism’, including the cult of tradition, the rejection of modernity, 
fear of difference, and obsession with conspiracy. For Eco, fascism is a ‘vague constellation’ 
rather than a strict ideology. Griffin (29) favours a definition centred on the myth of national 
renewal. Paxton (30) emphasises the dynamics of action rather than ideology. However, in line 
with Stanley (31) warning against the inflationary use of the term ‘fascism’ to describe any 
form of authoritarian populism, this concept must be used with caution and embedded in 
specific political contexts. 

In the energy sector, the far-right mobilises discursive strategies that are part of the legacy of 
fascism as theorised by Eco: cult of the past, rejection of modernity, and designation of external 
enemies. These traits are reflected in three major areas. 

Glorification of an idealised past 

Firstly, the far-right holds up a glorified past as a model, in which rural life, agricultural 
traditions and national industrial power are the pillars of a collective identity that must be 
preserved. This nostalgia is expressed in the passionate defence of landscapes and skills 
threatened by modernity and technocracy. Thus, President Meloni defends the Italian 
agricultural tradition threatened by European technocrats (32), erecting the land and national 
heritage as ramparts against the uniformity imposed from outside. This recourse to rural and 
industrial imagery, far from being insignificant, aims to reunite the national community around 
values perceived as authentic and immutable. 

Mistrust of innovation and renewable energy 

A deep mistrust of technological innovation, particularly renewable energies such as wind and 
solar power, runs through the discourse of the far-right. These solutions are often caricatured 
as ineffective, costly, and even harmful to the environment and society. President Trump did 
not hesitate to mock them: “A windmill will kill many bald eagles […] After a certain number, 
they make you turn the windmill off, that is true. By the way, they make you turn it off. And yet, 
if you killed one, they put you in jail. That is OK. But why is it OK for windmills to destroy the 
bird population? You want to see a bird graveyard, go under a windmill someday. You will see 
more dead birds than you've ever seen in your life.” (33)”. This rhetoric aims to discredit 
renewable energy sources. 

Denunciation of foreign interference 

This is a cornerstone of far-right rhetoric on energy issues. The EU, and supranational 
institutions more broadly, are accused of imposing standards and policies that run counter to 
national interests. This rejection of external authority is embodied in the slogan of the SD: 
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“Keep Brussels away from the Swedish forest” (SDM 2024, p.8), which summarises the desire 
to preserve local management of resources and defend sovereignty against any form of control 
perceived as hostile or disconnected from national realities. 

The concept of fascism – whether understood through Eco’s constellation of characteristics, 
Griffin’s focus on national rebirth (29), or Paxton’s emphasis on action (30) – offers a powerful 
analytical lens for deciphering the symbolic and ideological resources mobilized by 
contemporary far-right actors in the energy debate. The glorification of an idealised past, 
mistrust of technological innovation, and denunciation of foreign interference are not merely 
rhetorical flourishes; they serve to reinforce a narrative of threat, loss and resistance that 
resonates with segments of the population anxious about rapid change and perceived increase 
in external control. 

In the Swedish and broader European context, these fascist tropes do not constitute a formal 
political programme, but they do shape the discursive strategies of parties like the SD. As we 
will seek to verify by studying their election manifestos in chapter 2, by invoking tradition, 
casting doubt on renewable energy solutions, and framing the EU as a hostile force, these 
movements seek to mobilise public anxieties and steer the national debate on energy and climate 
in a direction that prioritises national sovereignty and identity.  

 

1.2. Illustrative themes in political analysis 

1.2.1. The notion of sovereignty: Anti-Europeanism, national control, and resistance in 
the energy sector 

Sovereignty refers to a political doctrine that defends the sovereignty of nations, i.e. their 
autonomy and ability to exercise exclusive control over their internal affairs, particularly in the 
face of transfers of powers to supranational bodies such as the EU (34). Historically linked to 
the Westphalian conception of the state, sovereignty opposes any form of integration deemed 
likely to threaten national independence or the democratic legitimacy of the people (35; 36). It 
is expressed on the right, in the defence of national identity and the primacy of the people of 
any external authority, and on the left, through the denunciation of the European ‘democratic 
deficit’ and the desire to preserve the state's ability to protect social interests against the logic 
of the single market. 

In Europe, sovereignty shapes much of the contemporary debate on governance, identity and 
democracy in the age of globalisation. This opposition is reflected in the European Parliament, 
particularly between the ECR group, to which the SD belongs, and the new group Patriots for 
Europe. The ECR positions itself as a right-wing, anti-federalist and Euro-realist group, 
advocating the sovereignty of Member States, institutional flexibility and intergovernmental 
cooperation, while respecting the democratic framework and displaying an Atlanticist stance. 
In contrast, the more radical Patriots for Europe group brings together sovereignist and 
nationalist parties that are staunchly opposed to so-called ‘ultra-federalism’, advocate a 
weakening of the EU and defend a Europe composed strictly of independent nation states, with 
tougher rhetoric on migration, sovereignty and identity. This diversity of positions illustrates 
the centrality and polysemy of sovereignty in the current political realignments in Europe. 

In the energy sector, sovereignty is emerging as a central theme, articulating the defence of 
national control in the face of globalisation and European integration. Interplaying with 
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concepts such as populism – which centres on opposition between ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’, 
and the legacy of fascism and the far-right – which are rooted in authoritarianism and 
exclusionary nationalism, sovereignty specifically foregrounds the nation-state’s exclusive 
authority to set its own energy, economic, and environmental policies. This demand is 
expressed in three main areas, which reflect the concrete desire to regain control over energy, 
economic and environmental choices. 

Defence of local management of natural resources 

Here, it is a question of claiming a historical and exclusive right, inherited from past 
generations, to administer and preserve the wealth of the national territory. Åkesson, leader of 
the SD, embodies this stance by stating: “We do not need Brussels to tell us how to take care of 
our forests. The Swedish people have managed their land and resources for generations, and 
we will continue to do so in the best interest of our country.” (37). This type of statement aims 
to contrast the wisdom and legitimacy of the people with European technocracy, while setting 
up local management as a bulwark against foreign interference. 

The revival of nuclear power as a symbol of independence 

Energy sovereignty is also expressed through the promotion of energy sources considered to 
guarantee national independence, foremost among which is nuclear power. For countries such 
as Poland, investing in nuclear power is tantamount to affirming a desire to free themselves 
from dependence on external suppliers and to guarantee the nation's energy security. As 
Mateusz Morawiecki, then PM of Poland, stated “Our task is to guarantee Poland the energy 
independence at low carbon emissions and this is why we look favorably at nuclear energy” 
(38). Nuclear power here becomes a symbol of renewed power and strategic autonomy, in 
contrast to the vulnerability brought about by the globalisation of energy markets. 

Protecting the agricultural and industrial sectors from ‘Brussels bureaucracy’ 

Finally, sovereignty translates into the defence of national agricultural and industrial sectors, 
which are portrayed as victims of excessive EU regulation. This rhetoric emphasises the need 
to preserve jobs, lifestyles and economic competitiveness in the face of standards that are 
perceived as arbitrary and disconnected from local realities. Bardella, MEP and leader of the 
Rassemblement National (RN), has repeatedly accused the EU of wanting to kill agriculture, 
saying that the farmers' protests are “the cry of France, which does not want to die” (39). This 
discourse contrasts the protection of the national productive fabric with the uniform and 
punitive logic of Europe, elevating resistance to ‘Brussels bureaucracy’ to an act of sovereignty. 

The resurgence of sovereignist and anti-EU rhetoric in the energy sector reflects a broader trend 
in contemporary European politics, where national control over resources and the protection of 
key economic sectors against ‘Brussels bureaucracy’ have become central themes for right-
wing and populist actors. These discourses, illustrated by leaders such as Åkesson, Morawiecki, 
and Weidel (AfD, Alternative für Deutschland – Alternative for Germany), are not simply a 
reaction to specific EU policies but rather a strategic mobilisation of national identity and 
economic anxiety in the face of globalisation and supranational governance. In the Swedish 
context, as in much of Europe, the defence of sovereignty is invoked both as a shield against 
perceived external threats and as a means of legitimising resistance to ambitious climate and 
energy policies. This sovereignist posture often reframes the debate; instead of focusing on the 
challenges of decarbonisation or the opportunities of the green transition, it foregrounds the 
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risks of losing national control, economic competitiveness, or cultural distinctiveness. 
However, it is important to note that the concept of sovereignty, much like other notions central 
to the energy debate, is not always mobilised in good faith. In the context of electoral 
competition, populist actors from all political wings frequently instrumentalise the defence of 
sovereignty – not to promote genuine democratic participation or social justice, but to galvanise 
support by fuelling fears of external control and by presenting themselves as the sole protectors 
of working class or national interests. 

This strategy of rhetorical appropriation is not limited to sovereignty alone. As we will see in 
the next section, the concept of a ‘just transition’ also becomes a tool for political mobilisation, 
including for far-right populist parties. 

 

1.2.2. The concept of just transition: From social justice principle to instrument of 
populist mobilisation 

The ‘just transition’ refers to policies aimed at accompanying the transformation of energy 
systems without widening social inequalities (40). Heffron and McCauley (41) highlight the 
difficulty of reconciling social justice and climate efficiency. Newell and Mulvaney (42) stress 
the risk of political recuperation of the notion, which can be used to slow down the transition. 
Some authors criticise the lack of concrete mechanisms to guarantee equity in the distribution 
of costs and benefits, including a fairer allocation of decision-making power to citizens – 
constitutes a major shortcoming. Both the lack of redistribution and the limited participation in 
decision-making are framed as injustices, and are frequently invoked in populist discourse to 
argue that the ET should be halted in order to protect the people. Populist movements often 
misuse this notion to denounce the supposed ‘injustice’ of transition, presented as a threat to 
people's standard of living. 

Among the populists, ‘just transition’ or ‘social justice’ are being hijacked from their original 
meaning to become instruments of electoral mobilisation, used to pit the ‘people’ against the 
‘elites’, to slow down the ecological transition or to reinforce exclusion. This phenomenon is 
part of a long tradition of lexical recuperation analysed by Klemperer in LTI, the Language of 
the Third Reich12 (2). The author details how the Nazi regime misappropriated notions of justice 
and the social to serve its propaganda: 

“The word ‘sozial’ becomes an obligatory ornament, emptied of all universal content, 
reserved for the community of the German people and to the exclusion of others.” 

(Klemperer, LTI, 1947) 

Here, the reference to social justice, omnipresent in nazi rhetoric, is not intended to promote 
equality but to reinforce the cohesion of the majority group and justify the exclusion or 
persecution of minorities. 

Hungarian PM Orbán regularly uses the notion of social justice to justify maintaining subsidies 
for fossil fuels and capping energy prices, which he presents as a way of protecting the citizens 
with the most modest means from the ‘sacrifices’ imposed by Brussels: “Mr Orbán said 

 
12 The characteristics of LTI defined by Klemperer will not be used in the study of SD’s discourse. However, it 
should be noted here that the argument is limited to discourse and its discursive characteristics and does not seek 
to draw a link between a modern political party and the Nazi regime. 
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Brussels further demands the termination of the reduction of household energy bills, despite 
the fact that it means survival for millions of families.” (43)  And in Italy, President Meloni has 
used the rhetoric of just transition to oppose certain measures in the European Green Deal 
(EGD), presenting them as unfair to workers and the working classes: “We intend to pursue a 
just transition to support the affected communities and leave no one behind.” (44). Emptied of 
its progressive content the ‘just transition’ become a tool for defending national interests and a 
weapon against European integration. 

While the notion of a ‘just transition’ was born of a desire to reconcile ecological transformation 
and social justice, it is now frequently used by populist or sovereignist movements. Far from 
serving solely to guarantee fairness in the distribution of the costs and benefits of the ET, it has 
become a rhetorical tool for mobilising the electorate against climate policies deemed elitist or 
imposed from outside. This diversion, which is part of a long tradition of lexical recuperation 
analysed by Klemperer (2), empties the concept of its progressive substance and turns it into a 
lever for defending national or sectoral interests, or even for exclusion. 

This strategy of politicising ‘justice’ and ‘just transition’ is often accompanied by a discourse 
that plays down the urgency of climate change or challenges the scientific consensus. It is 
therefore only natural that in the next section we should look at contemporary forms of climate 
scepticism and climate denial. We will see how these movements, while claiming to defend the 
‘people’, are helping to slow down or delegitimise climate action by mobilising distrust of the 
scientific and institutional elites. 

 

1.2.3. The dynamics of climate scepticism: Forms and political functions in populist 
discourse 

Climate scepticism refers to questioning the scientific consensus on climate change, while 
climate denial goes as far as denying the reality or seriousness of the phenomenon (21). 
McCright and Dunlap (45) distinguish several forms of climate scepticism; contesting causes, 
consequences or solutions. Forchtner (22) analyses the identity and political dimension of 
denial, often linked to the defence of traditional or national ways of life. Brulle (46) stresses the 
role of industrial lobbies in the spread of climate scepticism. In populist discourse, climate 
scepticism is often ‘soft’; it consists of acknowledging the scientific consensus while 
downplaying urgency or national responsibility. 

Radical climate denial, rejecting not only the urgency but the very legitimacy of climate action, 
and framing climate policy as a collective error imposed by elites is well illustrated by Nigel 
Farage (UK, Brexit Party), who has called following the climate change agenda “one of the 
biggest and most stupid collective mistakes” (47). 

‘Soft’ climate scepticism, which does not deny climate change outright but questions human 
responsibility, can be seen in invoking natural cycles to justify inaction and national policy 
autonomy: Salvini (Lega), recently claimed ice melting is a naturally recurring phenomenon, a 
fact easily disproved by data (48). 

 
As we shall see in the next section, the SD is adopting this ‘soft’ climate scepticism in their 
official communications, accepting the scientific consensus but justifying a wait-and-see 
policy. 
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Climate scepticism, in its various forms, is a central element of populist discourse, oscillating 
between partial questioning and more radical denial. It often takes the form of ‘soft’ scepticism, 
acknowledging the reality of climate change while playing down the urgency of action or 
national responsibility. This strategy allows populist parties, such as the SD, to position 
themselves as pragmatists while avoiding ambitious commitments, thus preparing the ground 
for a climate policy that allows alliances with traditional parties, more attached to the 
seriousness of their discourse and political positions. 

A framework for analysing far-right populist discourse on ET in Sweden 

At the end of this first chapter, we can conclude that energy matters are not just a technical 
issue, but a powerful vector for political mobilisation, where identity, security and 
competitiveness are intertwined. The use of the populist discourse by certain players helps to 
polarise the debate and to call into question the ability to bring about an ambitious and inclusive 
ET. 

Having laid the conceptual and contextual foundations needed to understand how the energy 
debate is structured by oppositional logics (for example, between ‘the people’ and ‘the elites’), 
we will now, just as Nils (1), after surveying the vast landscape from above descends to observe 
the details of a particular village or field, focus on the discourse of the SD. To this end, we will 
operationalize the theoretical framework established in this chapter. 

 

Table 1. Analytical matrix of far-right populist opposition to the energy transition 

This matrix, which connects the key concepts under study to their analytical indicators, will be 
expanded after the analysis of the SD’s discourse by adding discursive indicators – namely, the 
concrete ways in which these analytical indicators are manifested in their rhetoric. 
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2. Analysis of the electoral discourse of the Sweden Democrats 

Now that the theoretical framework of terms useful to our study has been established (chapter 
1), they can be applied to the material at hand. At the end of this chapter, we will return to our 
analytical matrix to verify whether and how it is operationalised in the SD’s discourse. 

Election manifestos are the face that political parties officially show. The product of their 
ideology and the preparation for elections, they are their program basis. Here we look at the 
election manifestos produced by the SD for the last two Swedish elections: the 2022 
parliamentary election and the 2024 European elections. 

The parliamentary elections to renew the three hundred and forty-nine members of the Riksdag 
were called for 11 September 2022, at the end of the four-year term provided for by the Swedish 
Constitution. The highly polarized election campaign followed the resignation in 2021 of PM 
Löfven (S), who was earlier censured by parliament. The campaign was dominated by security 
and crime issues as well as economic concerns, particularly inflation and energy prices. This 
preoccupation with energy issues stems from a combination of structural, economic and 
geopolitical factors that have had a direct impact on the purchasing power of Swedish 
households and the competitiveness of Swedish businesses. The war of aggression launched by 
the Russian Federation in Ukraine and the subsequent reduction in Russian gas and oil supplies 
have caused energy prices to soar across Europe, with Swedish electricity prices rising to 
unprecedented levels in 2022, sometimes reaching over €120/MWh compared with €35/MWh 
in the 2010s (49), particularly in the south of Sweden where hydroelectricity is not as abundant 
as in the north of the country. As a result, the political parties have rivalled with each other in 
putting forward proposals to reduce household energy bills, ranging from a revival of nuclear 
power to direct subsidies and massive investment in the electricity network. The position on 
this matter contributed to the success of the right-wing bloc, including the Moderates, Christian 
Democrats, Liberals and SD, which obtained a narrow majority with 176 seats, compared to 
163 for the left-wing bloc. This victory led to the resignation of the outgoing PM Andersson 
(S) and the formation of a new government led by Kristersson (M - Moderata samlingspartiet 
– Moderate Party). 

 

Figure 2. Result of the parliamentary election in Sweden in 2022, by share of votes (50) 
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Elections to renew the twenty-one Swedish MEPs were held on 9 June 2024, at the end of the 
MEPs' five-year term. The campaign issues included security, social inequalities and 
environmental challenges. With the fall in electricity prices recorded at the end of 2023 and 
beginning of 2024 having reduced the pressure on Swedish households and businesses (51), the 
subject of energy prices had become less of a rallying point in public opinion. Going against 
the electoral results in many European countries, the results show a rise in green parties and a 
slight decline in far-right parties compared to the 2022 national elections. Pro-EU parties, 
particularly the Liberals, saw their influence diminish. Liberal voters made the party pay for its 
participation in government on the basis of the Tidö Agreement with the SD. Indeed, 
participation in the coalition government has blurred their identity with pro-European and 
centrist voters, who may have been put off by the influence of the far-right on national politics, 
or disappointed by government compromises. In particular, Pourmokhtari (L), the minister 
responsible for climate, presented a climate action plan that was deemed highly inadequate by 
experts, the opposition, NGOs and even Swedish industry (52). This lack of strong measures 
was seen as a step backwards for Sweden, once a leader in ecological transition. 

 

Figure 3. Result of the European elections in Sweden in 2024, by share of votes (50) 

In order to better understand the dynamics during these campaigns, we will study the two 
manifestos of the SD, still available online on the party's website, using the theoretical 
framework of discourse analysis proposed by Maingueneau (12). This semiological study is 
supplemented by the search in these texts for the fourteen characteristics of fascism defined by 
Eco in his speech delivered on 25 April 1995 for the fiftieth anniversary of the liberation of 
Europe (13). The detailed study is provided in Appendix 3. Note that this method, applied only 
to these two manifestos, aims to characterize the discourse and not the political party itself. 
These tools will enable us to look for the characteristics of populism (2.1) before focusing our 
study to the treatment given to energy and climate issues (2.2) in more detail.  
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2.1. Characteristics of populist rhetoric in the Sweden Democrats' campaigns 

  2.1.1. Populist scenography 

Of the two manifestos, only the one for the 2024 European election features an image. The 
interpretation of this image reveals its implicit meanings, like a perfect iconic summary of the 
textual discourse to follow. 

 

Figure 4. Cover page of the Sweden Democrats’ election manifesto for the European elections on 6-9 June 2024 

A full page of the manifesto is devoted to this depiction of a summer landscape whose Swedish 
context is implied, with no flag or Midsummer pole, which adorns many Swedish gardens, nor 
any classic red and white painted wooden houses emblematic of the Swedish countryside, to 
make it explicit. This idealised vision of the Swedish countryside reinforces a sense of 
belonging to a specific territory without resorting to ostentatious nationalist symbols. The scene 
evokes a rural world where traditional values are highly prized, and nature is carefully managed. 
Although there is no human presence, it too is implied, interacting with this environment; the 
road, fences and carefully tended lawns suggest that people must play an active role in 
managing the environment, shaping the landscape. Projecting its receptor into the future, it acts 
as a call to remember one's roots, the landscapes that have shaped Swedish identity, and one 
can almost hear the echo of the wild geese guiding Nils across the kingdom (1). The contrast 
between wild verges and manicured gardens symbolizes the delicate balance between 
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preserving nature and economic development. The image suggests active land management, 
where nature is not simply left to its own devices, but is shaped by human action. The winding 
path represents a political journey that is not straightforward but requires caution and a thorough 
knowledge of the terrain. It is not a motorway, but a path that winds its way through challenges. 
This choice of the countryside rather than the urban landscape, unlike many other Swedish 
parties, marks a certain rejection of modernity. It is also possible to see in this landscape 
preserved from any modern infrastructure, a fortiori, the threat of a deterioration of the rural 
environment by installations such as solar or wind farms. 

The flowers, touches of discreet beauty, could represent one major traditional Swedish value, 
the importance of simplicity. Progression from shadow to light evokes hope and optimism, but 
also the need to overcome obstacles, calling for action. This consensual first page of the 2024 
election manifesto is intended as a symbol of pragmatism, where solutions are based on 
‘common sense’ and ‘local knowledge’, concepts dear to populists. 

Populist scenography is even more evident in the textual discourse of the SD. Let us take as an 
example two discursive methods that directly echo the constituent elements of populism: the 
people/elite dichotomy and the notion of urgency and crisis (chapter 1). They can be found right 
at the beginning of the introduction, in the second sentence of the 2022 manifesto: 

“For a long time, Swedish politics has been about putting interests other than those of Sweden 
and its citizens first. As a result, Sweden has become a country [of] crisis and division.” 

(SDM 2022, p.4, Introduction) 

Dichotomy people/elite 

As discussed in the first section (1.1.1, p.12), populism is characterized by the dichotomy 
between ‘people’ and ‘elite’, referring all rejected ideas to another group, exogenous to the 
‘people’; i.e. the ‘elite’. It is a structuring element of both manifestos. 

In 2022, the dichotomy is implicit: the “irresponsible policies” has been “inflicted on Swedish 
society”, i.e. the ‘people’, by “both Social Democratic and centre-right governments”; i.e. the 
‘political elite’. The policies criticized are no longer electoral choices made by the people in 
the past; they have been imposed on the people by an elite. The electorate is thus freed from its 
potential responsibility for the directions taken in the past, since it becomes their victim. 

In 2024, the dichotomy is amplified, and the discourse becomes more explicitly anti-elite. The 
figure of the ‘people’ is promoted as the only source of legitimacy in the face of corrupt ‘elites’ 
who are out of touch with reality. These elites, in opposition to the ‘Swedish people’, are 
globalized, European, ‘Brussels’ supranationalism’, against which “The Sweden Democrats 
therefore want to give the Swedish people a strong voice” (SDM 2024, p.3, Introduction). 

Crisis and urgency 

The prominence of a crisis is a powerful tool in populist staging. Policies are described as 
irresponsible and led by the globalized political elite that generates crises. As we have seen, in 
2022, the SD defined Sweden as being divided. The crisis is presented as widespread: 

"But the consequences of the irresponsible policies that have characterized past decades 
have now had repercussions in all branches of politics and throughout Sweden." 

(SDM 2022, p.4, Introduction) 
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This general wording allows the party to raise concerns without committing to specific 
solutions. The manifesto for the 2024 European elections is much more specific. It depicts a 
Europe in crisis, facing terrorist attacks: 

"Europe is at war – Islamism, gang crime and insecurity are spreading, while Brussels' 
supranationalism has never been as pervasive as it is today." 

(SDM 2024, p.3, Introduction) 

The threats here are internal (crime, Islamism) and external (Brussels supranationalism). The 
polycrisis depicted affects many sectors, with as many potential electorates to mobilize. Let us 
look at two examples: 

Agricultural crisis and threat to food production: 

"All over Europe, farmers are protesting against the excessive amount of rules and 
requirements imposed by the EU on agriculture, the protests can be seen as a cry for help 

from the sector." 
(SDM 2024, p.7, Protecting the interests of Swedish farmers) 

"We cannot accept this; it has never been more important to protect Swedish and 
European food production." 

(SDM 2024, p.7, Protecting the interests of Swedish farmers) 

Threat to Swedish forests and urgent need to protect them: the chapter “Keep Brussels away 
from the Swedish forest” (SDM 2024, p.8) emphasizes the urgent need to protect Swedish 
forests from interference from Brussels. The language of crisis and urgency is used to mobilize 
voters and justify future policy proposals. Finally, two topics, energy issues and the EU, 
perfectly illustrate this populist scenography. 
 
Energy/climate issues 

Populist scenography is deployed in the treatment of climate and energy issues. In this official 
program, the SD do not deny climate change and accept the scientific consensus at first glance: 
“The world is facing a serious situation, as emphasized by the IPCC's latest AR6 report.” (SDM 
2022, p.23, Climate). On the other hand, they are spreading the idea that Sweden's action will 
not be decisive in the global fight that is being waged: “While it is important to emphasize that 
a country like Sweden, which [accounts] for one [thousandth] of emissions, cannot have a 
direct impact on the climate.” (SDM 2022, p.23, Climate). This plea for climate inaction is 
based on the elements of populist scenography discussed above. The SD presents themselves 
as the shield to defend Swedish “standard of living and competitiveness” (SDM 2022, p.23, 
Climate) against EU's climate policy. The chosen approach is therefore mainly national 
autonomy and the protection of natural resources. For the 2024 European elections, the ‘soft’ 
climate scepticism (see section 1.2.3., pp. 20-21) arguments used at the national level are 
applied to the 27: “Today, EU countries account for 7% of the world's greenhouse gas emissions 
and this share has decreased significantly in recent decades” (SDM 2024, p.6, A realistic 
environment and climate policy). The use of emergency scenography is reversed: “There is an 
imminent risk that radical climate policies will lead to high costs for households while jobs, 
growth and emissions are shifted to other countries without benefit for global climate work” 
(SDM 2024, p.6, A realistic environment and climate policy). The crisis, the existence of which 
seems to be initially recognized, would therefore not be climatic but economic and social. Nor 
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is the designated enemy the increase in the level of carbon in the atmosphere and other 
greenhouse gases, but policies, “characterised by virtue-signalling, emotion and pure 
alarmism” (SDM 2024, p.6, A realistic environment and climate policy) led by the EU. We will 
see that environmental issues are in fact exploited to make the EU responsible for environmental 
constraints that are supposedly harmful to Swedish economy. 

European Union 

In the section of the 2022 manifesto dedicated to Europe, the SD introduces immigration, a 
central theme for the party. The concept of “net zero”, nowhere to be found when the manifesto 
addresses climate and energy, is applied: “the Sweden Democrats' net-zero migration policy 
vision” (SDM 2022, p.59, Europe). The discourse aimed at denouncing an extension of the 
Union's powers beyond the terms of the treaties, and at the expense of the Member States, is 
being employed. It discreetly draws on the conspiracy narrative that has emerged since the 
health crisis of 2020: “The transfer of power from national democracies to the EU has 
accelerated during the pandemic.” (SDM 2022, p.59, Europe). The undemocratic nature of the 
European institutions, primarily due to the opposition between ‘national democracies’ and the 
EU, is emphasised by the SD: 

“More and more political issues are being decided in Brussels” 
“…democratic opportunities for influence and transparency for citizens are very poor.” 

“…increase the EU's grip on economic policy…” 
(SDM 2022, p.59, Europe) 

A democratic deficit that the SD propose to correct by organizing a referendum on the transfer 
of powers to the EU. The use of the referendum on European matters is not neutral; since Brexit 
in 2016, only populist parties have proposed to ‘get back to the people’. This is part of the long 
tradition of rejecting representative democracy. For 2024, the SD takes this argument even 
further by incorporating the bias of the people's opposition to the elite represented by European 
politicians: “For decades, the EU has been allowed to take power away from the Swedish people 
and put it in the hands of politicians in Brussels.” (SDM 2024, p.4, Stop the transfer of power 
to Brussels). This elite, accused of being undemocratic and monopolizing power, is also accused 
of using that power against the Swedish people and their way of life: “Brussels is painting [a 
picture of] agriculture and primary production of food as an environmentally hazardous 
activity that require ever tighter regulations.” (SDM 2024, p.7, Protecting the interests of 
Swedish farmers) and even “Brussels is actively working to deny Europeans healthier 
alternatives to tobacco smoking and is currently pushing the issue of banning white snus.” 13 
(SDM 2024, p.14, Stop the EU's greediness). In the 2024 manifesto, opposition to the EU is 
becoming more outspoken and open than in 2022. It is spreading to many areas and is thus 
likely to reach a more diverse and numerous electorates.  

This populist scenography serves to create a powerful narrative framework, in which the SD 
position themselves as the only legitimate defenders of the people in the face of multiple threats. 

 
13 Snus is a tobacco product that comes in small pouches that are placed on the gum to allow nicotine to be absorbed 
through the mouth lining. Manufactured and consumed in Sweden since the 1820s, it has long been the country's 
main tobacco product. When it joined the EU in 1995, Sweden obtained a permanent exemption allowing it to 
continue manufacturing and selling snus on its domestic market, on the grounds of cultural and traditional 
considerations. 
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Now that the scene has been set, we can examine the rhetorical processes used by the SD to 
reinforce their message and win over their electorate. 

 

2.1.2. Populist rhetorical processes 

The analysis of the rhetorical processes used in the manifestos of the SD initially focuses on 
three identifiable populist processes: the call for national unity, simplification and the creation 
of a hybrid enemy. Other general but significant processes, studied at a later stage, such as the 
use of interdiscourse and paratopias, reinforce populist rhetoric. 

Call for national unity 

The call for national unity in the face of a designated enemy in a context of crisis and emergency 
is a rhetorical device used by the SD. It is not unique to populist movements. The ‘flag effect’ 
is often used by political leaders to mobilise citizens in the face of a crisis. This is currently the 
case in Western Europe in the face of the Russian ‘existential threat’ denounced by the French 
President in March 2025, for example14. Usually understood as the coming together of the 
whole nation, national unity aims to transcend political divisions. In the face of crisis, the factors 
that bring people together are greater than the factors that divide them. This process is therefore 
difficult to articulate with a liberal democratic logic that organises the confrontation of pluralist 
points of view. For the SD, who use a populist approach that divides ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’, 
this method aims to offer voters a unifying image. Yet the call for unity is exclusive to one 
section of the population. Thus the 2022 manifesto mentions that the “Swedish politics has been 
about putting interests other than those of Sweden and its citizens first” (SDM 2022, p.4, 
Introduction) and that the policy of the SD aims to “prioritise Swedish interests and pursue 
policies that [benefit] all citizens” (SDM 2022, p.4, Introduction), showing without actually 
saying so a desire to refocus policies on a specific section of the population, namely ‘Swedish 
citizens’, while implicitly excluding other groups, such as migrants or those perceived as not 
sharing Swedish culture. For the 2024 elections, the national unity advocated by the SD is 
logically articulated in opposition to the European institutions, which are criticised in carefully 
chosen terms, as we will see later in the analysis of the lexicon used: “It is time for Sweden to 
speak out. We must show the bureaucrats in Brussels that we are serious when we say that our 
country should never become a tax province that finances mismanaged countries in a European 
federal state. The Sweden Democrats therefore want to give the Swedish people a strong voice.” 
(SDM 2024, p.3, Introduction). This last passage also perfectly illustrates the use of another 
rhetorical device in the election manifestos of the SD, namely simplification. 

Here again, simplification is a rhetorical device used across the political spectrum. For Derville 
(53), political discourse, as a ‘constructed, dialectical and detailed exposition’ of the orator of 
the Athenian agora, has faded with the development of the mass media. This effect is further 
reinforced by the use of social media such as Tiktok, which reduces political discourse to 
slogans. The manifestos of the SD are more developed; they represent seventy-eight pages of 
organised and structured political discourse. However, the solutions proposed to resolve 
complex issues such as the ET or the EU are always simple in the manifestos: 

 
14 Press conference given by President Macron at the end of the extraordinary EU summit in Brussels on 6 March 
2025. 
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“At the same time, the situation in Sweden has been jeopardised in recent years, as 
energy policy has developed in a more ideological than pragmatic direction.” 

(SDM 2022, p.24, Energy) 

This phrase simplifies the complexity of energy issues by contrasting an ‘ideological’ approach 
with a ‘pragmatic’ one, suggesting that recent political choices have been guided by abstract 
considerations and by biased rather than concrete realities. For the SD, the carbon neutrality of 
Sweden's electricity production, ensured by decarbonised, safe and sovereign hydroelectric and 
nuclear power, is more likely to ensure that the targets are met than renewable energies. 
Particularly, wind power, which is decried, or a green tax system accused of damaging the 
purchasing power of households and the competitiveness of Swedish industries. 

Creation of a hybrid enemy 

The joint appeal for national unity is necessarily constructed in the face of a designated enemy: 
an epidemic, an economic crisis, external such as a state (the Russian Federation) or a coalition 
(NATO) or internal (visible or invisible minority). 

By construction, the process of simplification used leads to amalgams: 

“A new brutal gang culture has hit Sweden as a result of the immigration policies 
pursued by both centre-right and social democratic governments. The number of 

segregated neighbourhoods where gangs and clans have pushed back Swedish has grown 
in both number and degree of segregation.”  

(SDM 2022, p.6, Gang-related crime) 

This quote conflates migration policies, gangs and the rise in violence, constructing a hybrid 
enemy that links immigration, organised crime and social decline. Once again, it simplifies the 
complex causes of social problems by singling out one group as the main culprit. 

The 2024 manifesto shows more clearly the hybrid aspect of this enemy since, in addition to 
being guilty of the democratic confiscation of the rights of the Swedish people, the EU is 
presented as the main threat, responsible for all the problems presented to the everyday life of 
Swedish people: 

“At the same time as the EU fails in its basic core tasks, the bureaucrats see their chance 
to usurp more power. Through their own interpretations of the treaties, they want to seize 
our forests, impose a radical climate agenda, make life difficult for Swedish hunters and 

scrap our vintage cars.” 15 
(SDM 2004, p.3, Introduction) 

We will now look at the SD’s use of interdiscursive techniques. As mentioned above, paratopia 
and interdiscourse are not specific to populist discourse. However, they do play a key role in 
reinforcing the discourse because of their ability to manipulate discursive frameworks and 
establish strategic connections between different ideological and social registers. 

 
15 Here, more than just collectors of classic cars, the SD are speaking to a growing electorate group, favourable to 
the far-right, the raggare. Raggare is a Swedish subculture bringing together young, white ‘red necks’ around old 
cars and alcohol. It is inspired by the 1950s-60s American rock n' roll, hot rod, ‘greaser’ concept. Particularly 
popular in rural areas, it has become more widespread over the last years, especially among young adults and even 
women. 
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Paratopia 

Paratopia, a concept developed by Maingueneau (12), designates an unstable or marginal 
position of enunciation that allows the speaker to present himself/herself as outside the 
established structures while at the same time inserting himself/herself into them in order to 
criticise them. In the populist discourse of the SD, this allows them to position themselves 
outside the political or intellectual elites, reinforcing their image of authenticity and closeness 
to the people. 

“We do not believe that EU politicians fundamentally have the same interests as Swedes, 
quite [the] opposite. Greedy politicians in Brussels seize every opportunity to usurp more 
influence for themselves and regard Swedish taxpayers as an ATM that never runs out.” 

(SDM 2024, p.4, Stop the transfer of power to Brussels) 

This paratopia enables the party to forge a position from which it can claim an alternative 
legitimacy, often based on moral or cultural values perceived as authentic that the enunciator 
makes his own. 

“The Sweden Democrats love our free and democratic Europe. The diversity of nations, 
cultures and shared history has laid the foundation for the Western civilisation we enjoy 

today.” 
(SDM 2024, p.3, Introduction) 

Interdiscourse 

Interdiscourse refers to the integration and recycling of discursive fragments from other 
discourses or contexts. This ideological syncretism, borrowing elements from across the 
political spectrum, blurs ideological boundaries to bring together a heterogeneous audience. 

“Europe is at war – Islamism, gang crime and insecurity are spreading, while Brussels' 
supranationalism has never been as pervasive as it is today.” 

(SDM 2024, p.3, Introduction) 

This demonstrates ideological syncretism because it combines right-leaning concerns about 
immigration and crime with left-leaning critiques of centralized power structures (Brussels' 
supranationalism). The SD are appealing to different groups by addressing multiple issues 
simultaneously. Combined with the use of memorable and simple segments, slogans, the 
emotional and mobilising impact of the speech is even more effective: "Stop the transfer of 
power to Brussels" (SDM 2024, p.4, Stop the transfer of power to Brussels). 

The simultaneous use of paratopia and interdiscourse creates a binary opposition between 
‘them’ (the corrupt elites) and ‘us’ (the people) and polarises the electoral stakes. This 
discursive dynamic pave the way for the emergence of political and symbolic logic that can be 
found in analyses of fascism. It is therefore relevant to examine the extent to which the SDMs 
display some of the characteristics identified by Eco (13) in his typology of fascism. 

 

2.1.3. Fascist characteristics: analysis of the manifestos of the Sweden Democrats 
It should be pointed out once again that the fourteen fascist characteristics, if present in a 
political discourse, only characterise that discourse and not the party's political action, let alone 
the party itself. Let us take the example of the ‘Rassemblement Pour la République’(RPR); a 
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French conservative political party that was in power between 1986 and 1988 and between 1993 
and 1997. Under the same analysis, the RPR's discourse in the 1980-90s would also show points 
of convergence with the characteristics of Ur-fascism defined by Eco: rejection of diversity, 
exploitation of frustrations, designation of an emerging enemy with a particularly harsh anti-
immigration rhetoric. The exercise of power by the RPR16 illustrates that a political discourse 
using populist resources characterised as fascist by Eco does not necessarily lead to fascism. 
Eco nevertheless relies on the ubiquity of the term ‘fascism’ to justify the maximalist use of 
this word. In his view, the Italian experience of the twentieth century was only the first of a new 
type of despotism that would take on different forms. The fourteen characteristic points, whose 
presence was sought in the two manifestos, are, in his view, the fundamental matrix: “Fascism 
can be played in a thousand ways, without the name of the game ever changing” (13).  

The analysis of the presence of these characteristics in the SDMs, presented in Appendix 3, 
enables us to validate the relevance of the political theoretical framework of this study and 
ensures that the conceptual matrix derived from the literature review (see chapter 1; Table 1, p. 
21.) can indeed be applied to the discourse of the SDs. Apart from two notable absences; the 
explicit cult of the charismatic leader and the apology for political violence, the two SDMs 
fulfil 11 of the 14 of Eco’s characteristics (see Appendix 3, p.136). Anti-system rhetoric and 
exclusive identity-based nationalism are very present and dominant. The migration crisis is used 
as a lever to mobilise the electorate. we will see in the next section how the energy crisis is also 
used to mobilise voters.  

At this stage of the study, it appears that the election manifestos of the SD systematically 
mobilise the classic motifs of populist rhetoric. The staging of a radical opposition between a 
genuine Swedish ‘people’ and ‘elites’ perceived as disconnected, the dramatisation of the crisis 
and the emergency, and the call for the defence of national interests against external 
interference, structure the whole of their political discourse. This populist scenography is 
reflected in both the iconographic choices and the argumentative construction, permeates both 
the general themes and the more specific subjects addressed in the manifestos. 

This analysis of the discursive mechanisms of populism among the SD now allows us to look 
in more detail at the way in which these processes are applied to energy and climate issues, 
used to mobilize public anxieties and to orient the national debate on energy and climate in a 
direction that favours national sovereignty and identity. 

  

 
16 Chirac was cohabitation PM under President Mitterrand from 1986 to 1988, Balladur from 1993 to 1995 and 
Chirac was elected President of the French Republic in 1995 and again in 2002 , this time under the name of the 
Union pour un Mouvement Populaire (UMP), created in the second round against the far-right candidate Jean-
Marie Le Pen (Front National - FN). 
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2.2. Sweden Democrats' proposals on energy transition 

A careful reading of the 2022 and 2024 manifestos of the SD reveals a particularly marked 
discursive oscillation on the climate issue. This oscillation manifests itself in a permanent 
tension between, on the one hand, recognition of the need to act on climate change and, on the 
other, minimisation of the urgency and potential effectiveness of Swedish, or even European, 
action. 

The SD adopt a position of ‘soft’ climate scepticism (see section 1.2.3., pp. 20-21 and 2.1.1 
p.26). They explicitly state in their 2022 manifesto: “The world is facing a serious situation, as 
emphasized by the IPCC's latest AR6 report.” (SDM 2022, p.23, Climate). This position allows 
them to align themselves with the scientific consensus and avoid being labelled as radical 
climate sceptics, which broadens their electoral potential and lends credibility to their message 
among an environmentally conscious audience. 

However, this acknowledgement is systematically counterbalanced by highlighting Sweden's 
low share of global emissions: « Sweden, which [accounts] for one [thousandth] of emissions, 
cannot have a direct impact on the climate. » (SDM 2022, p.23, Climate). This rhetorical 
strategy serves to justify a form of inaction or, at least, a slowdown in ambitious climate 
policies. This argument aims to justify a form of “climate pragmatism” (54). Sweden should 
not, in their view, impose constraints on itself that would weigh on its economy and standard 
of living when its action would be negligible on a global scale. It is accompanied by a reversal 
of the crisis narrative: the primary threat is no longer climate change, but the economic and 
social consequences of climate policies deemed too radical, particularly those promoted by the 
EU. 

The SD thus oscillate between the injunction to ‘act’ (so as not to appear irresponsible or 
backward-looking) and the plea for ‘prudence’ which, in practice, leads them to relativise the 
urgency and prioritise the defence of the national standard of living. This tension can be seen 
in their proposals: they support national energy autonomy, the development of nuclear power 
and want to protect Swedish industry, but reject renewable energies and European climate 
policies. After examining each of these points, we will see how social justice is used for 
electoral purposes in the SD's discourse on energy. 

 

2.2.1. National energy autonomy 

The issue of energy autonomy occupies a central place in the election manifestos of the SD, 
particularly in the post-2022 context marked by the Ukrainian crisis and soaring energy prices. 
Discursive analysis reveals the use of a strongly connoted energy vocabulary, structured around 
strategic antonyms and a lexicon borrowed from the sphere of war, which serves to dramatise 
the issues and reinforce the party's sovereignist stance. 

An energy vocabulary full of connotations 

The SD mobilise a lexical field that values energy control, security and resilience. Terms such 
as ‘energy independence’, ‘national control of resources’, ‘self-sufficiency’ and ‘security of 
supply’, are recurrent. The term ‘security’ is used forty-seven times in the 2022 manifesto, 
compared with only twice in 2024. This difference, over and above that due to the length of the 
2022 manifesto, can be explained in particular by the international context in 2022 and the 
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shock caused by the outbreak of the war of aggression led by the Russian Federation in Ukraine, 
a crisis that deeply worried Swedish society. The term ‘security’, or ‘insecurity’, is therefore 
used to address issues traditionally dealt with by the far-right, such as crime and immigration, 
as well as defence and energy issues: “introducing a security of supply target” (SDM 2022, 
p.25, Energy). Conversely, European policies are associated with ‘dependence’, ‘vulnerability’ 
and ‘loss of control’. This dichotomy is based on strategic antonyms: autonomy/dependence, 
security/risk, control/submission. Energy vocabulary thus becomes a tool for distinguishing 
between a protective national model and a European model perceived as imposed and 
dangerous. 

Antonymic strategy and the construction of otherness 

The opposition between an autonomous Sweden and a ‘restrictive Europe’, in particular for the 
exploitation of national resources, structures the discourse. It is another use of the opposition 
between the Swedish ‘people’ and ‘elites’ perceived as corrupt, distant and harmful. The 
vocabulary used to describe these elites is particularly revealing: the terms ‘bureaucrats’ or 
‘bureaucracy’ are used six times, and the terms ‘political establishment, ‘greedy politicians’ 
and ‘unelected commissioners’ or ‘centralisation’ and ‘corruption’, are used repeatedly: 

“We want to see a more transparent EU, removing power from non-elected European 
Commissioners and introducing greater personal accountability for 

European decision-makers.” 
(SDM 2024, p.4, Stop the transfer of power to Brussels) 

These words are associated with the idea of a confiscation of power, a loss of national 
sovereignty and the opaque and inefficient management of public affairs. In contrast, the 
lexicon that promotes the Swedish people and nation is based on antonyms such as ‘self-
determination’, ‘transparency’, ‘local democracy’, ‘will of the people’, ‘Swedish interests’ and 
‘sovereignty’. This semantic opposition aims to present the elites as opponents of national and 
popular interests, while the party presents itself as the defender of the voice and rights of the 
Swedish people. 

In the same vein, the SD systematically contrasted ‘national management’ of resources (forests, 
nuclear power, hydroelectricity) with ‘Brussels bureaucracy’ and European ‘diktats’. Energy 
becomes a symbolic battlefield where two visions of the world clash: that of a sovereign 
Sweden, pragmatic and concerned for its people, against that of a technocratic Europe, far 
removed from local realities. This antonymic strategy serves to polarise the debate and present 
any concession to the EU as an existential threat to the nation. 

War vocabulary to dramatise and mobilise 

The bellicose tone of the discourse is particularly marked in the manifestos’ rhetoric. Energy is 
presented as a ‘vital issue’ in an ‘economic war’ in which Sweden must ‘defend itself’ against 
‘attacks’ from Brussels. Expressions such as ‘protecting our resources’, ‘defending our 
sovereignty’, ‘resisting external pressure’ and ‘keeping Brussels out of the Swedish forest’ 
(2024) illustrate this use of martial language. The enemy is no longer just the energy crisis, but 
also European policy, personified as a hostile force that is ‘attacking’ the Swedish way of life. 
This warlike scenario aims to create a sense of urgency and collective mobilisation, 
transforming the energy issue into a matter of national survival. 
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The programme emphasises the development of national resources, particularly 
hydroelectricity, biomass and sustainable forest management. They advocate local management 
tailored to the specific characteristics of each region and denounce the ‘Brussels bureaucracy’ 
that they claim hinders Sweden's capacity for innovation and adaptation. For the party, the 
cornerstone of Swedish energy independence is a massive revival of nuclear power. 

 

2.2.2. Priority to nuclear energy 

The promotion of nuclear power is central to the policies of countries that see it as the 
cornerstone of their vision for national energy independence and a pragmatic response to the 
energy price crisis. This priority is articulated both as a strategic necessity and as a marker of 
sovereignty in the face of European injunctions. 

A nuclear revival as a response to the crisis 

From 2022, against a backdrop of soaring electricity prices, the SD’s manifesto states: 
“Our fundamental position is that energy policy should be geared towards ensuring a long-
term competitive and reliable energy supply, for both households and industry. […] Sweden 
has historically had a power system that is exclusively fossil-free with a high level of security 
of supply. The background to this is that we invested early on in a large-scale expansion of 

nuclear power […].” 
(SDM 2022, p.24, Energy) 

 
Nuclear power is presented as the safest solution for guaranteeing ‘security of supply’ and ‘price 
stability’, in contrast to intermittent renewable energies, which are considered responsible for 
market volatility. The DS denounces the closure of reactors decided by previous governments, 
likening it to ‘political irresponsibility’ that has weakened Sweden in the face of external 
shocks: 

“[…] the situation in Sweden has been jeopardised in recent years, as energy policy has 
developed in a more ideological than pragmatic direction. The power system […] has pushed 
through forced closures of several nuclear power reactors, tax burdens that plague combined 

heat and power and slow work to speed up the authorisation processes with expanded 
transmission capacity. As a result, people around the country are now forced to live with the 
consequences of the energy policy being pursued, with electricity prices over the past year 

being the highest ever.” 
(SDM 2022, p.24, Energy) 

 

In 2024, this line is maintained and reinforced, with nuclear power being explicitly opposed to 
EU policies: 

“In recent decades, environmental policy has come to be characterised by virtue-signalling, 
emotion and pure alarmism.” 

 (SDM 2024, p.6, A realistic environment and climate policy) 
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The programme not only argues for the preservation of the existing fleet, but also for the 
construction of new reactors, the facilitation of authorisation procedures and support for 
innovation in the nuclear sector. 

A marker of sovereignty and autonomy 

The choice of nuclear power is systematically associated with the defence of national 
sovereignty. The DS insists that mastery of the nuclear cycle allows Sweden to ‘free itself from 
energy dependence’ and ‘resist external pressures’, particularly those from Brussels. 

“The EU must stop opposing nuclear power.” 
(SDM 2024, p.6, A realistic environment and climate policy) 

 

The rhetoric employed thus contrasts the ‘security’ and ‘control’ offered by nuclear energy with 
the ‘vulnerability’ and ‘dependence’ generated by imports or renewable energies imposed by 
the EU. 

A strategy between determination and uncertainty 

While the revival of nuclear power is presented as a common-sense and pragmatic solution, this 
strategy raises several structural limitations. International experience shows that political 
decisions alone do not guarantee the effective implementation of projects or their profitability. 
Of the 800 reactors built worldwide since 1951, at least 92 units in 18 countries have been 
abandoned before coming online, representing 11.5% of the total (55). Having a reactor project, 
or even an advanced construction site, therefore offers no guarantee that the reactor will be 
connected to the grid and actually produce electricity. There are many reasons for these failures; 
underestimated construction costs, chronic delays, social opposition, regulatory changes and 
technological developments. Even in Sweden, the time and investment required to build new 
reactors are considerable, making the promise of a quick and sovereign solution questionable. 
In the short and medium term, dependence on imports and price volatility could therefore persist 
despite the stated priority given to nuclear power. 

 

2.2.3. Criticism of renewable energy 

In contrast to their support for nuclear power, the SD are developing a frontal critique of ET 
policies based on the massive development of renewable energies. Their discourse is based on 
anti-transition rhetoric that associates renewables with instability and dependence, while 
denouncing European policies in this area. 

The 2022 manifesto questions the reliability of renewables, particularly wind power, and their 
impact on prices and energy security: 

“[…] the situation in Sweden has been jeopardised in recent years, as energy policy has 
developed in a more ideological than pragmatic direction. The power system has been 

transformed exclusively into a weather-dependent system with a major expansion of wind 
power.” 

(SDM 2022, p.24, Energy) 
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They oppose the European ET with a vision they present as pragmatic and realistic. In the 2024 
manifesto, criticism intensifies and becomes more international, directly targeting European 
policies: 

“There is an imminent risk that radical climate policies will lead to high costs for households 
while jobs, growth and emissions are shifted to other countries without benefit for global 

climate work.” 
(SDM 2024, p.6, A realistic environment and climate policy) 

The anti-transition rhetoric here is explicit: the ET is presented as a threat to the national 
economy and the Swedish way of life, with no real benefit for the global climate. The SD 
denounce a European policy ‘characterised by virtue-signalling, emotion and pure alarmism’, 
opposing this approach with one based on ‘common sense and local knowledge’. The manifesto 
goes so far as to question the very logic of the transition, insisting on the need to preserve 
national resource management and rejecting the injunctions of Brussels. 

Finally, criticism of renewables is linked to the defence of rural and forest heritage, with SD 
opposing the transformation of the Swedish landscape by solar and wind infrastructure, which 
is perceived as a threat to the traditional environment: 

“Defend Sweden’s autonomy over forests vis-à-vis the EU.” 
(SDM 2022, p.32, Agriculture and forestry) 

 
In order to appeal to feelings of nostalgic valorisation, opposing patriotism to globalism, the 
SD also refers in various ways to the Swedish heritage: “cultural heritage” (SDM 2022, p.51, 
Culture), “a great historical and cultural heritage” (SDM 2022, p.59, Europe) and “Swedish 
security policy choices have historically led to a unique period of peace for the country, and 
this heritage should continue to be utilised in the future” (SDM 2022, p.62, Defence). With the 
same objective, the term ‘tradition’ is used seven times (in the chapters on Hunting, Agriculture 
and Forestry, Schools and Education, Culture and Democracy). 

This anti-ET rhetoric, which associates renewables with instability and dependence, opposed 
to the tradition and an idealised heritage, systematically pits Swedish sovereignty and 
pragmatism against the EU-led ET. 

 

2.2.4. Protection of national industry 

Protecting the country's industry, particularly in the face of energy challenges, is a key part of 
the rhetoric of the SD, which is fully integrated into the nationalist scenario. Their discourse 
emphasises the need to guarantee the competitiveness of Swedish companies and preserve 
industrial jobs, while denouncing the threats posed by European energy policies and market 
volatility. 

In the 2022 manifesto, rising energy prices are directly linked to the vulnerability of Swedish 
industry: 

“Sweden does not contribute to reducing emissions by raising fuel prices, increasing 
electricity prices and making it more costly for companies to operate in Sweden.” 

(SDM 2022, p.23, Climate) 



37 
 

 
They present security of supply as an essential condition for companies to be able to plan their 
investments and maintain their competitiveness, insisting that ‘high and unpredictable energy 
prices’ threaten industrial production and employment. In 2024, the debate went international, 
targeting again European regulations, which were accused of undermining Swedish industry to 
the benefit of foreign competitors. 

This rhetoric pits national industrial interests against the logic of EU's ET. The SD want to 
protect strategic sectors from unfair competition caused by European standards. 

 

2.2.5.  Energy transition as electoral tool 

The notion of ‘just transition’, which aims to ensure that the transformation of energy systems 
takes place without increasing social inequalities (see section 1.2.2., pp. 19-20), is totally absent 
from the programmatic discourse of the SD in their 2022 and 2024 manifestos. On the contrary, 
the energy crisis – exacerbated by the war in Ukraine and price volatility – is systematically 
used to construct an opposition between the interests of the Swedish ‘people’ and the national 
or European ‘elites’, who are accused of imposing a socially unjust ET. 

The SD use the energy issue to dramatise the economic and social situation, stressing the threat 
posed by transition policies to the country's standard of living, industrial employment and 
competitiveness. The ET is thus portrayed not as an opportunity for social progress, but as a 
source of insecurity and de-industrialisation, imposed by a disconnected elite. 

Social justice, in the sense of a fair distribution of the costs and benefits of the transition, is 
systematically reinterpreted as the protection of ‘the people’ against the ‘sacrifices’ demanded 
by Brussels and previous governments. This stance makes it possible to unite a worried 
electorate, particularly in industrial and rural areas, around a discourse of resistance and defence 
of the Swedish way of life. 

This instrumentalisation of the energy crisis and the transition is part of a highly populist 
scenography, in which urgency and the feeling of threat are omnipresent. The SD use a rhetoric 
of crisis, opposition between the people and the elite and national sovereignty that resonates 
with several of the 14 characteristics of fascism proposed by of Eco: rejection of modernity, 
fear of difference, appeal to social frustration, worship of tradition and obsession with 
conspiracy (in this case, the Brussels ‘conspiracy’ against national interests). 

Expanding the framework 

All these discursive indicators, derived from the analysis of the SD discourse, can now be 
incorporated into the analysis matrix developed at the end of the first chapter. 
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Table 2. Analytical & discursive matrix of far-right populist opposition to the energy transition applied to the discourse 
of the Sweden Democrats 

In conclusion, an analysis of the 2022 and 2024 manifestos shows that the crisis and the ET are 
above all electoral levers for the SD, who rely on a rhetoric of threat and victimisation of the 
Swedish people. This populist scenario, which mobilises resentment and distrust of the elites, 
is part of a wider dynamic that can be observed in populist movements in power in Europe and 
elsewhere, which systematically present the ET as a threat to sovereignty and social justice. We 
will therefore reuse our framework one last time in the next chapter, now operationalised to 
identify the impact of the indicators on the achievement of Sweden's ET objectives and see how 
they are received, counteracted or reinforced by local actors and the private sector. 

  



39 
 

3. Confrontation on the ground: Sweden's energy transition put to the test by populist 
rhetoric 

Let us set off once again like Nils' goose (1), now about to land to get even closer to everyday 
life in Swedish civil society. The purpose of this chapter is to contrast the discursive dynamics 
identified in the previous chapters with the reality on the ground. The aim is to understand how 
SD's populist rhetoric – with its focus on sovereignty, protection of the people, ‘soft’ climate 
scepticism and defence of a national energy model – is translated, adapted or collides with the 
practices and perceptions of local, economic and institutional actors. This approach is based on 
the exploitation of a selection of interviews with Swedish economic actors, local political and 
non-political decision-makers, whose study enabled the selection of the corpus used here, and 
on new studies conducted at Swedish universities. This approach allows us to go beyond the 
description presented in the second chapter and investigate the appropriation of or resistance to 
populist discourse. 

 

3.1. Sweden Democrats’ energy policy and the realities of Swedish society 

The argument of energy sovereignty: from appropriation and selective appropriation to 
rejection 

Energy sovereignty, a cornerstone of SD’s discourse, notably in relation to their focus on 
building out nuclear power, is omnipresent in energy debates. As Schneider recently stated to 
Swedish press: “The idea that we could go from zero to 10 reactors in 10 or even 20 years is a 
completely distorted idea of the feasibility of nuclear programmes,” 17. For him, “it is well 
established that a single nuclear project, from conceptual idea to grid connection, can take up 
to 25 years to finalise.” (56). This observation highlights the gap between political rhetoric and 
economic and technological constraints, reminding us that professed energy sovereignty can 
mask increased dependence on global markets or imported technologies. Academic studies 
further emphasize that the revival of nuclear power in Sweden relies on a complex network of 
actors, institutional realignment, and substantial financial risks, making total independence a 
political fiction (57). 

A recent study on the social acceptability of energy in Sweden confirms that preference for 
nuclear power goes hand in hand with a strong attachment to national independence, but that 
this attachment diminishes when new power plants are built closer to where people live, 
particularly among those who hold traditional and nationalist values (58). This phenomenon of 
‘motivated reasoning’ partly explains the polarisation of attitudes: energy sovereignty becomes 
a lever for political mobilisation, but encounters local resistance as soon as it involves concrete 
constraints. 

 
17 The 1980 referendum, mentioned in introduction, following the Three Mile Island disaster (1979) led to a gradual 
phase-out of nuclear power, with 12 reactors remaining in operation. Following the Chernobyl disaster (1986), the 
number of reactors in operation fell to 10. In 2009, a political agreement allowed existing reactors reaching the 
end of their life cycle to be replaced, but without exceeding this ceiling of 10. In autumn 2023, Kristersson's (M) 
government passed a law in the Riksdag, with the support of the SD, authorising this threshold to be exceeded. 
The Swedish National Energy and Climate Plan submitted to the European Commission in 2024 provides for the 
construction of at least two new large-scale reactors by 2035, with up to ten new large-scale reactors by 2045. 
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Fahlander emphasises the identity dimension of resource management: “The EU forest strategy 
of 2021 has led to increased resistance among Swedish forest owners, who perceive it as a 
threat to their autonomy and national identity” (59). 

A political member of the County Administrative Board of Dalarna confirms that “Without seed 
funding from the Swedish Institute, our EU project never would have happened. National and 
EU funding interact effectively, and this synergy is now opening new opportunities for local 
development” (60). Energy sovereignty thus becomes a space for negotiation and compromise, 
where local, national and European interests intersect, and where populist rhetoric can be used 
to legitimise inaction or slow down the transition. 

The energy sovereignty mobilised by far-right populism, embodied by the SD in Sweden, 
reveals a fundamental tension between the demand for national independence, criticism of 
European standards and the promotion of nuclear power – all identified as analytical indicators 
in our first two chapters – and the reality of structural, economic and institutional constraints. 
An examination of the SDMs confirms that energy sovereignty is being used to legitimise a 
discourse of mistrust towards the EU and to promote a national identity based on technological 
autonomy and local resource management. However, this rhetoric comes up against the 
impossibility of total independence, as academic studies point out; the revival of nuclear power 
depends on networks of international actors, external capital and institutional compromises, 
while local support for energy sovereignty wanes as projects take shape on the ground, 
particularly among traditional and nationalist voters (58). This contradiction highlights the 
electoral opportunism and unrealistic nature of the energy policy promoted by the SD. Energy 
sovereignty serves as a vehicle for political mobilisation, but it clashes with the requirements 
of European cooperation and local socio-economic realities. This transforms sovereignty into a 
space for negotiation and compromise, where inaction or slowing down the transition can 
paradoxically be justified by the defence of national interests. 

This tension between energy sovereignty and European cooperation highlights the need to 
continue comparing theory and discourse with reality on the ground, based on a concept rightly 
promoted by the EGD: the ‘just transition’. 

Effective argument of the ‘just transition’ 

Firstly, it should be noted that although Sweden committed in its latest NECP to defining the 
concept of ‘just transition’, this has so far been addressed through its historic social democratic 
model, the ‘welfare state’ presented in the introduction, without any specific legal framework. 
A study (61) notes that Swedish political parties avoid explicitly linking climate transition and 
social justice, favouring a technocratic approach. However, far-right populist rhetoric exploits 
this concept as a tool for electoral mobilisation (see 1.1.2., pp. 19-20), as clearly illustrated by 
the SDMs (see 2.2.5., p.37). The SD has nevertheless opposed the extension of public aid for 
energy renovation, in the name of reducing public spending and defending industrial interests, 
and in November 2022 it participated in the abolition by the Riksdag of state subsidies for the 
purchase of electric and rechargeable hybrid cars. The removal of these subsidies mainly 
penalises low-income households, which benefited most from this aid to access less-polluting 
vehicles or insulation work. The policy of ‘justice’ advocated by far-right populists focuses on 
heavy industry and tax cuts, rather than social redistribution or the fight against energy poverty 
(21). 
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The logic behind this distortion of the ‘just transition’ by SD is based on a dual dynamic; on 
the one hand, a mistrust of redistributive public policies, which are perceived as favouring an 
‘urban elite’ (see 1.1.1, p.12. and 2.1.2., p.26); on the other hand, the promotion of a national 
and industrial identity. Ultimately, the ‘just transition’, as promoted by far-right populism tends 
to marginalise issues of social justice and equity in the transformation of energy systems. This 
instrumentalisation of the concept makes it possible to mobilise groups weakened by 
globalisation for electoral purposes, while justifying public policies that reinforce inequalities 
and slow down the ecological transition. This inertia is entirely consistent with the ‘soft’ climate 
scepticism of the SD. 

Circumvention of the climate scepticism argument 

As noted by a municipal climate officer, “When SD claims that Sweden only accounts for 0.1% 
of emissions, it becomes an argument for inaction. In practice, this undermines local energy 
renovation and clean transport projects” (62). The study by Lindvall et al. (58) shows that this 
form of ‘soft’ scepticism (see 1.2.3., pp. 20-21 and 2.1.1, pp. 26-27), often referred to as 
‘motivated reasoning’, allows political actors to justify a wait-and-see policy, presented as 
pragmatic, but which slows down the transition momentum. A private sector representative 
adds, “Businesses respond to SD’s climate scepticism by acting independently: investments in 
offshore wind power and smart grids continue because market and international customer 
demands transcend political divisions.” (63). This ability to adapt on the part of economic 
actors, who pursue strategies of innovation and diversification, is consistent with the logic of 
socio-technical systems, where energy choices are shaped as much by values and norms as by 
technical and economic constraints (64). 

In addition, as a media analyst points out; “Climate scepticism acts as a brake, but it is not an 
absolute obstacle: economic actors and committed communities continue to drive progress.” 
(65). ‘Soft’ climate scepticism, far from being an absolute obstacle, seems to act as a 
differentiated slowing factor; it weighs on public policy and citizen mobilisation, but is partially 
circumvented by economic dynamics and the action of the most committed communities. 

Ultimately, the ‘soft’ climate scepticism mobilised by far-right populism acts as a differentiated 
brake on the ET; it weighs on citizen mobilisation and the formulation of public policies, but 
does not completely prevent action, which continues under the impetus of autonomous 
economic and social dynamics. 

Having analysed how ‘soft’ climate scepticism is shaping the national energy debate, we now 
turn our attention to the consequences of this dynamic for Sweden's complex relationship with 
the EU, caught between dependence and resistance. 

Rejection of the resistance to the EU argument 

The relationship with the EU, central to SD’s rhetoric, oscillates between condemnation and 
exploitation. As highlighted by recent academic research, “Political polarisation around the 
EU and energy results in fragmented preferences and difficulty in building lasting 
compromises. Structural dependence on European funding and frameworks puts the scope of 
overt sovereignty into perspective, but also fuels mistrust of institutions and the temptation to 
retreat into nationalism” (66). 
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Swedish businesses and local civil servants confirm this reality. According to the independently 
liberal newspaper Dagens Nyheter, “Many climate investments in Swedish municipalities would 
come to a halt without EU funding” (67). Local actors, as noted in a study from Lund 
University, “face the challenge of meeting citizen expectations for the energy transition while 
navigating a complex institutional landscape shaped by European dependencies and political 
polarization” (68). 

The work of Lindvall et al. (58) highlights that political polarisation around the EU and energy 
is resulting in fragmented preferences and difficulty in building lasting compromises. Structural 
dependence on European funding and frameworks puts the scope of overt sovereignty into 
perspective but also fuels mistrust of institutions and the temptation to retreat into nationalism. 

Despite Eurosceptic rhetoric, the practical reality is that Swedish municipalities and businesses 
continue to rely on European funding mechanisms to advance local projects and sustain the 
momentum of the ET. 

Political polarisation of energy debates 

Polarisation, as theorised in chapter 1, is based on the discursive construction of SDMs, which 
systematically pit the interests of the Swedish people against those of urban, European or 
technocratic elites (see 2.1.1, pp. 27-28). On the ground, polarisation translates into a 
fragmentation of energy preferences, strongly correlated with political orientation, traditional 
values and level of trust in institutions (58). This 2025 study argues “that low-carbon energy 
investments in Sweden are likely to encounter resistance due to a sizable antagonistic minority 
who are strongly opposed to either wind or nuclear energy. Interestingly, among those with 
traditional, nationalistic, and authoritarian values and right leaning political ideology, the 
enthusiasm for nuclear energy seems to reduce the closer a new nuclear power plant would be 
to their own residences” (58). 

While the very close referendum on nuclear energy in 1980 (see Introduction, p. 9 and 3.1, p. 
39) focused on the risks of accidents and environmental considerations (69), in 2021, according 
to a survey, right-leaning voters were 58 percentage points more likely to favour nuclear power 
than left-leaning voters (58). 

We can conclude that, on energy issues, the polarisation between ‘people’ and ‘elites’ observed 
in the discourse analysis is also clearly reflected in energy debates. 

Innovation argument: from selective appropriation to rejection 

SD’s discourse against green technological innovation – particularly wind, solar and smart grids 
– is marked by mistrust of renewable energies, which are perceived as unstable, costly and 
imposed by ‘Brussels’ or the technocratic elite (see 1.1.2., pp.15-16 and 2.2.3., pp. 35-36). 
However, local and economic actors adopt a variety of strategies in response to this discourse, 
ranging from appropriation to rejection and circumvention. 

Local and economic actors in Sweden have demonstrated an ability to adopt elements of the 
SD discourse to defend their autonomy, while adapting their position to socio-economic 
realities. This dynamic is particularly visible in conflicts related to wind power, where 
sovereigntist and anti-EU rhetoric is used to negotiate local interests. Europe's largest wind 
farm, Markbygden, located in Swedish Lapland, has sparked tensions between developers, 
Sámi communities and residents. Local groups, initially hostile, have adapted the SD's 



43 
 

discourse on ‘defending traditions’ to demand socio-economic compensation: “For the Sami 
people, reindeer herding is much more than an economic activity: it is a pillar of our identity 
and traditions. The establishment of wind farms represents a new form of industrial 
colonisation, which threatens the transmission of our heritage to future generations” (70). This 
strategy has led to agreements to redistribute wind energy revenues to local infrastructure 
(schools, roads), illustrating a pragmatic approach despite critical public positions. 

The economic sector, meanwhile, often adopts a stance of resistance or rejection towards the 
anti-green innovation discourse of SD. Tengblad, head of sustainable development at the 
Swedish Wind Energy Association, affirms that “The transition to renewable resources such 
as wind energy is not only an environmental necessity, but also an essential economic strategy 
for Swedish companies. This transition is being driven not only by rising fossil fuel costs, but 
also by a global movement towards sustainability” (71). This testimony illustrates the ability 
of economic actors to break free from the prevailing political discourse by pursuing innovative 
strategies guided by market demands and international competitiveness. 

Local authorities are also developing strategies to circumvent SD’s discourse. Rather than 
outright rejection, they favour cooperation, experimentation and citizen participation to 
advance the ET. One municipal official explains: “Swedish municipalities and municipally 
owned energy utilities (MEUs) primarily act as representatives of citizen interests, bridging the 
gap between technical complexities and community needs. While urban development projects 
follow a top-down approach with limited direct citizen input, municipally led energy 
communities lower financial and technical barriers but often result in passive citizen 
participation. The research highlights the need for a balanced approach that combines 
representative governance with direct citizen engagement to strengthen public involvement in 
the energy transition” (72). 

Ultimately, while some local and economic actors demonstrate a great capacity to adapt, 
sometimes appropriating certain arguments to strengthen their autonomy, they most often reject 
or circumvent the anti-innovation discourse, and particularly the anti-renewable energy 
discourse of the SD. This dynamic shows the resilience of the Swedish model in the face of 
political polarisation and the vitality of green innovation on the ground. 

 

3.2. Operationalisation of analytical and discursive indicators 

Comparing the results of this study of the Swedish situation with the analysis matrix developed 
chapters 1 and 2 allows us to refine our understanding of the mechanisms at work. The 
conceptual framework (energy sovereignty, just transition, climate scepticism, rejection of the 
EU) and their analytical and discursive indicators are translated into different operational 
indicators depending on the context: sometimes they reinforce polarisation and inaction, other 
times they are used to justify the defense of particular interests. The framework reveals 
discrepancies between the official discourse of SD and the actual practices of local and 
economic actors, highlighting the need for a detailed analysis that is attentive to scale and power 
dynamics. 

Energy sovereignty, central in the SDMs, is however, on the ground, mainly used as a rhetorical 
lever, while dependence on European funding and cooperation remains strong. This limits the 
effectiveness of this argument to slow down the transition. 
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Just transition, framed by the SD as protection of national industry and criticism of the EGD 
fails to translate into equitable policies at the local level, where concrete aid and inclusion are 
often lacking. 

Climate scepticism, as a minimisation of the urgency of the situation and of national 
responsibility for CO2 emissions despite recognition of the scientific consensus, justifies public 
inaction at the national level. However, the private sector and some local actors continue to 
invest, demonstrating resilience to this discourse. 

SD’s Euroscepticism and mistrust of the EGD make the EU a rhetorical target but, in practice, 
local actors and businesses remain dependent on European funds and projects, and 
cooperation continues despite Eurosceptic rhetoric. 

Polarisation is driven by SD narratives that construct a threatened ‘people’, mobilise local 
identity, and oppose elites to ‘real Swedes’. This political polarisation is observed on the 
ground, particularly around contested energy projects such as wind power. 

Innovation is largely absent from SD discourse, except for criticism of renewable energies. In 
contrast, businesses and local authorities are innovating, experimenting, and involving 
residents, demonstrating a circumvention and resilience that exceeds what political discourse 
suggests. 

 

 

 

 

 



45 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



46 
 

 

Table 3. Analytical, discursive & operational matrix of far-right populist opposition to the energy transition applied to 
the realities of Swedish society. 
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Conclusion 

The energy transition put to the test by populism – the Swedish case 

This research sought to analyse how the rise of populist and far-right forces, here embodied by 
the Sweden Democrats (SD), is shaping energy transition (ET) debates and policies in Sweden. 
Using an interdisciplinary approach combining political theory, discourse analysis and 
empirical studies, it sought to answer the central question: how does the SD's energy 
programme impact Sweden's ability to achieve its climate and energy goals, particularly in the 
context of European commitments? More than just a case study, this work is part of a broader 
reflection on the resilience of liberal democracies in the face of growing polarisation around 
energy and climate issues. 

ET and populism: a conceptual, discursive and operational analysis framework applied to the 
Swedish case 

We have studied the theoretical foundations of populist discourse which, applied to energy, 
denounces policies deemed elitist, promotes energy sovereignty and defends living standards 
against imposed sacrifices. We have distinguished populism from the far-right, which adds 
exclusion, nationalism and rejection of pluralism. The legacy of fascism, analysed through Eco 
(13), reveals the glorification of the past, mistrust of innovation and the designation of external 
enemies such as the EU. Other important concepts like energy sovereignty becomes a lever of 
resistance to supranational governance, while the hijacking of the ‘just transition’ and the use 
of climate scepticism serve to mobilise the electorate and slow down climate policies. An 
analytical framework thus articulates six key concepts and themes: energy sovereignty, ‘just 
transition’, climate scepticism, critique against Europe, polarisation and innovation. 

We have applied this conceptual and thematic framework to the SDMs for 2022 and 2024, 
revealing a structuring populist narrative. The SD dramatises the crisis, creates an image of a 
people threatened by hybrid enemies (elites, Brussels) and mobilises a rhetoric characterised by 
urgency and victimhood, in which Sweden is portrayed as a nation under siege from internal 
and external threats. On energy issues, they adopt a ‘soft’ climate scepticism and acknowledge 
the reality of climate change but downplay its urgency and national responsibility. In their 
discourse, they value energy independence, nuclear power and the defence of Swedish industry, 
while criticising renewable energy sources and the global ET. The ‘just transition’ is used to 
strengthen the competitiveness of Swedish industry at the expense of social justice, and 
renewable energy is rejected. As a result of the discourse analysis, a discursive framework 
complements the initial analytical indicators. 

Finaly, we have contrasted SD’s populist rhetoric with the reality on the ground, drawing on 
recent studies and quotes from media. It reveals a disconnect between the promise of total 
energy sovereignty, nuclear-focused, and structural, economic and institutional constraints; the 
complexity of the projects, long lead time and continued dependence on European funding and 
technology limit this ambition. The ‘just transition’, as advocated by the SD, translates in 
concrete terms into abandoning the fight against ‘energy poverty’, a concept that is not yet 
defined in Sweden. ‘Soft’ climate scepticism and the rejection of green innovation, although 
present in political discourse, do not prevent economic actors and certain local authorities from 
continuing to innovate and invest in renewable energies. The relationship with Europe remains 
ambivalent; while official rhetoric denouncing Brussels' interference may appeal to nationalist 
aspirations, businesses and local authorities remain dependent on European funds and projects. 
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Political polarisation is leading to fragmentation in energy preferences, but the resilience of the 
Swedish model limits the real impact of far-right populist rhetoric on the ET. 

The impact of the Sweden Democrats' energy programme on Sweden's ET 

Our research question finds its answer in the tension between populist and far-right rhetoric, 
which structures public and political debate around sovereignty, identity and resistance to 
European injunctions, and the complex reality of Sweden's ET, marked by multiple 
interdependencies and the need to cooperate at different levels. By exploiting the energy crisis 
and mobilising populist and identity-based arguments, SD contributes to polarising the debate 
and slowing down the adoption of ambitious climate and energy policies, even leading to the 
government abandoning its national decarbonisation targets. However, their influence remains 
limited, as economic, social and institutional dynamics continue to favour innovation and 
cooperation, despite the rhetoric of mistrust and withdrawal. 

This thesis thus highlights the resilience of the Swedish model, which is managing to maintain 
momentum in the ET despite the rise of SD. Following these findings, it also emphasises the 
need to strengthen citizen participation in decision-making, social equity and transparency in 
energy governance in order to counter the risks of fragmentation and identity polarisation. 

European ET in light of the Swedish case 

Beyond the Swedish case, this research invites broader reflection on the ability of European 
democracies to reconcile climate ambitions, national sovereignty and social cohesion. It calls 
for an integrated approach to ET, based on participation, innovation and social justice, and for 
increased vigilance against the risks of political exploitation and identity polarisation. These 
tensions are echoed at European and international level, as illustrated by the Trump 
administration in the USA. The arrival in power of an executive that is resolutely hostile to 
international climate policies, favouring the revival of fossil fuels and calling into question 
multilateral agreements, increases the pressure on European democracies, including Sweden, 
by weakening the legitimacy of transition policies and fuelling a rhetoric rejecting 
environmental constraints. Due to their geopolitical and economic weight, the choices made by 
the USA risk reinforcing the temptation to retreat into nationalism and climate scepticism, even 
in countries historically committed to the fight against climate change. This context also 
highlights the importance of language in the construction of political realities, as Eco points out 
in his reflections on newspeak and the manipulation of vocabulary (13). This analysis finds 
contemporary echoes in the banning of terms related to ET within the US federal administration 
(73). By prohibiting the use of words such as ‘energy transition’, ‘carbon neutrality’ and 
‘climate justice’, the aim is to reshape public debate, limit the scope of environmental policies 
and defuse social protest. Such a process, which is reminiscent of Eco's newspeak, shows how 
much the battle of words precedes and shapes the battle of ideas, and calls for vigilance in the 
face of the temptation to euphemise or erase climate issues from political discourse. 

In conclusion, I would like to warmly thank Martin, Nils Holgersson's domestic gander, whose 
initiatory journey over Sweden inspired the structure of this work. We flew over the theoretical 
landscape, then descended into the details on the ground to better understand the complexity of 
contemporary energy issues. This approach allowed to measure the importance of preserving 
the spirit of Folkhemmet – ‘the people’s home’ – in a context of polarisation and increased 
mistrust. 
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Appendixes 

 

1. Sweden Democrats election manifesto 202218 

 

 
18 The document was fully translated from Swedish to English using the DeepL online translator. 
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2. Sweden Democrats election manifesto 202419 

 

 

 
19 The document was fully translated from Swedish to English using the DeepL online translator. 
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3. Eco’s 14 characteristics of fascism applied to the Sweden Democrats’ manifestos 

 

Cult of tradition: 

As pointed out in the study of the lexical field used by the SD in their two election manifestos 
(2.1.3), they present themselves as defenders of a historical and cultural heritage:  

“Previous generations of Swedes have built a society that was long among the best in the 
world.” 

(SDM 2022, p.4, Introduction) 

 This emphasis on a mythical idealised past contrasting with the ‘decadent’ present is 
characteristic: 

“But gradually, progressive [advances] has been replaced by tolerance of 
the intolerant.” 

(SDM 2022, p.4, Introduction) 

Sweden's cultural tradition being based on a dual syncretic heritage of Nordic traditions from 
the Middle Ages20 and Christianity, this first very present characteristic echoes perfectly Eco's 
statement that the meeting of Saint Augustine and Stonehenge is a symptom of Ur-fascism; 
1/14. 

Rejection of enlightenment/modernism 

We only have to go back to the single image in the two manifestos to see a certain rejection of 
modernity (2.1.1, fig. 1), but it is in their discourse that the SD best express their anti-liberal 
rhetoric even more clearly. The last quote also marks the rejection of modern values of tolerance 
and pluralism in favour of a conservative and closed vision of Swedish society. We can 
therefore consider that this characteristic is partially present; 1.5/14. 

Cult of action for action 

On security and migration issues in particular, the SD show a desire for strong, immediate and 
repressive action, without prolonged debate, corresponding to the fascist valorisation of action 
for action's sake. This is illustrated by simplistic and sometimes symbolic responses to social 
complexity:  

“zero tolerance” 
(SDM 2022, p.5, Crime and punishment) 

 
“The SD want to change criminal policy in favour of locking up and deporting criminals 

who create insecurity and commit crimes.” 
(SDM 2022, p.5, Crime and punishment) 

The speeches meet the criteria of this third characteristic; present, 2.5/14. 

 

 

 
20 Viking culture. 
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Disagreement = treason 

The SD viciously attack the other Swedish political parties and the European institutions. The 
former are responsible, guilty, for the ills of Swedish society: 

“…the wounds that both Social Democratic and centre-right governments have inflicted 
on Swedish society.” 

(SDM 2022, p.4, Introduction) 

The latter are implicitly branded traitors when migration issues are raised: 

“For years, the EU has been trying to pass legislation that would allow Brussels to force 
member states to accept migrants.” 

(SDM 2024, p.11, Migration policy to be decided in Sweden) 

As the amalgam between disagreement and betrayal is only implicit, it can be seen here as 
emerging; 3/14. 

Fear of difference 

For Eco, disagreement is also a sign of diversity and fascism feeds fear against difference, 
cementing the construction of an identity-based ‘we’; the ‘people’, excluding migrants ‘the 
others’ and cosmopolitan elites; ‘them’. 

Otherness is thus criminalised in both discourses: 

“Despite the fact that the cost of integration policy measures and investments in schools, 
welfare and housing in segregated areas has been considerable, the policy has failed to 
such an extent that second-generation immigrants are more likely [to] commit crimes 

than their parents and constitute the recruitment base for gangs.” 
(SDM 2022, p.6, Gang-related crime) 

 

“Terrorist attacks follow one another, in many Muslim schools children are taught 
radical Islam, crowds celebrate Hamas' terrorist attack on Israel, and terrorist 

propaganda is openly displayed in mosques across Europe.” 
(SDM 2024, p.12, Stop the Islamisation of Europe) 

Fear of difference is at the heart of the SD' discourse; 4/14. 

Appeal to frustrated middle classes 

The key electoral strategy deployed is also largely based on the frustration of the middle 
classes at the deterioration of the Folkhemmet (See Introduction, p.8) built during the 20th 
century. This anger is used against governments that “has been about putting interests other 
than those of Sweden and its citizens first” (SDM 2022, p.4, Introduction). 

In 2024, the SD extended their fear of economic decline argument by linking it to the policies 
pursued by the EU:  

“All over Europe, farmers are protesting against the excessive amount of rules and 
requirements imposed by the EU on agriculture” 

(SDM 2024, p.7, Protecting the interests of Swedish farmers) 
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5/14. 

Obsession with conspiracy 

To the democratic confiscation carried out by the ‘unelected bureaucrats’ in Brussels, the SD 
are adding a plan, a hidden agenda: the creation of a federal superstate: 

“We must show the bureaucrats in Brussels that we are serious when we say that our country 
should never become a tax province that finances mismanaged countries in a European 

federal state.” 
(SDM 2024, p.3, Introduction) 

On the domestic front, without being explicitly mentioned, the theory of the Great Replacement, 
so dear to the European far-right, infuses the whole discourse on migration policy, whose laxity 
and excessive tolerance are denounced. 

Implicit but real, the conspiracy hatched by the European or national elites; ‘them’, against the 
people; ‘us’, is very present; 6/14. 

Enemy both strong and weak 

In the manifestos, the declared enemies, be they the cosmopolitan elite, the European 
bureaucrats or simply the other parties that have betrayed, are, through a rhetorical shift typical 
of fascist discourse, both strong and weak. Strong in the sense that they are organised and 
jeopardise traditional Sweden and the model inherited from previous generations, and weak in 
the sense that simplistic measures are proposed, denying the complexity of the issues, be they 
economic, climatic or migratory, to fix them. Once again, the best illustration of this is the 
proposed treatment of criminality issues. In response to gangs that have become too powerful, 
SDs’ first proposal is to limit the rights of the weakest: 

“Shootings, bombings and robberies have become commonplace 
from north to south and increasingly the lives of innocent and ordinary people.” (strong) 

“Stop asylum immigration and pause quota refugee reception and focus on return” (weak) 
(SDM 2022, p.6, Gang-related crime) 

Characteristic well present (7/14). 

Pacifism = complicity 

On the same subject, as with the policies of the EU, entered into by force with the complicity 
of the S, the manifestos criticise the soft policies pursued by the traditional parties, noting a 
lack of force that could be likened to pacifism in the face of a dangerous enemy. The rhetoric 
employed easily leads the reader to conclude that the other Swedish parties are complicit (8/14): 

“Gang violence […] has been allowed to take hold through an overly tolerant integration 
policy.” 

(SDM 2022, p.6, Gang-related crime) 

Contempt for the weak 

Elitism is one of the typical characteristics of Ur-fascism as defined by Eco. Having seen the 
extent to which anti-elitism is a populist device much used by the SD (see 2.1.1., pp.25-26), it 
may seem difficult to find it in the manifestos of 2022 and 2024. The solution to this a priori 
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insoluble equation is given by Eco himself: “Every citizen belongs to the best people in the 
world” (Eco, 1995). This ‘popular elitism’ defined by Eco is used by the SD to sort out the 
‘good citizens’ from the ‘socially excluded’, mainly immigrant populations.  

“Swedish society and culture are fundamentally something to be proud of. Few countries have 
historically been able to match the Swedes' ability to combine individual freedom with great 
concern [for] each other. Previous generations of Swedes have built a society that was long 

among the best in the world. But gradually, progressive [advances] has been replaced by 
tolerance of the intolerant. Political concern for the different living conditions of Swedish 
citizens has been exchanged for consideration of all interests other than those of Sweden 

itself.” 
(SDM 2022, p.4, Introduction) 

The contempt of the weakest can be described as ambivalent (8.5/14). 

Cult of the hero 

As mentioned earlier, the cult of the hero does not correspond to the standards of discretion in 
Swedish society21. The construction of an ethos of the national saviour is therefore made in the 
name of the party and not of a leader. No candidate or party member appears by name in either 
manifesto (8.5/14). However, moving away from the two manifestos, it is interesting to note 
the extent to which the leader of the SD since 2005, Jimmie Åkesson, enjoys a position of 
support and ‘saviour status’ that far exceeds that of the leaders of other Swedish parties. 

“The Sweden Democrats want to break the trend and move policy in a direction that can 
heal Sweden.” 

(SDM 2022, p.4, Introduction)  

Machismo/Armament 

Although machismo is not entirely absent in Sweden, it is very marginal and tends to be 
expressed among the least educated or those from other cultures. Gender equality is a long-
standing battle for the S, which has permeated Swedish society through the education system 
to the point where it is now an integral part of it. The SD have made this Swedish characteristic 
their own. Conversely, it has even been turned against immigrant populations, mainly from 
Afghanistan, the Balkans and the Mediterranean region, to denounce the archaism of their 
cultures. The same way, there is no trace of a pronounced taste for arming the country22, the 
manifestos of the SD include a form of fetishism of police and prison force: 

“Increasing the availability of places in prisons in Sweden and abroad” 
(SDM 2022, p.5, Crime and punishment)  

“More walls need to be built along the land borders and boats need to 
patrol the Union's coasts to curb illegal migration.” 

 
21 Jantelagen, Jante's law, exists in all the Nordic countries. It is a kind of code of conduct whose rules were written 
by Sandemose in his novel En flykting korsar sitt spår, 1933. The author describes the inhabitants of the fictional 
town of Jante as not appreciating people who are out of the ordinary or those who believe themselves to be superior 
to others. According to Sandemose, the result of Jantelagen would be a uniform society marked by mediocrity, 
mistrust and jealousy, in contrast to that of the so-called ‘Latin’ peoples, who do not hesitate to show off or boast. 
22 In the name of preserving Swedish sovereignty, Swedish neutrality, although variable in practice, was 
established as a principle under the reign of Bernadotte (Charles XIV) in 1818. Following Russia's war of 
aggression in Ukraine, Sweden finally joined NATO on 7 March 2024, putting an end to 106 years of neutrality. 
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(SDM 2024, p.10, Migration policy to be decided in Sweden)  

As a result, and particularly because of the shift towards a militarised rhetoric of safety, this 
characteristic is only partially and indirectly present (9/14). 

Selective populism 

We have seen (2.1.1 pp. 25-26) that the SD propose a restrictive definition of the people. The 
exclusion of minorities and criticism of the policies of the legitimate social body is 
fundamental to their electoral manifestos (10/14). 

Newspeak 

The two manifestos studied are rich in reductive shock formulas. They are present in the 
treatment of all the subjects dealt with. Let's take two examples, one on gender theories, the 
other on vintage cars:  

“[…] indoctrinate our children in a gigantic post-modern project” 
(SDM 2022, p.39, Youth issues)  

 
“[…] the EU is attacking anyone interested in vintage cars” 

(SDM 2024, p.14, Stop the EU's greediness) 
 

Security neologisms such as « zero tolerance » (SDM 2024, p.10, Migration policy to be 
decided in Sweden) are very present (11/14). 


