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Backlash against “identity politics”: far right success and
mainstream party attention to identity groups
Ana Catalano Weeks and Peter Allen

Department of Politics, Languages & International Studies at the University of Bath, Bath, UK

ABSTRACT
Far right parties often attack efforts to promote equality for
historically marginalized groups like women, ethnic minorities,
and LGBTQIA+ people, suggesting that “identity politics” takes
away valuable resources from native working class populations.
Do mainstream parties respond to far right challenges by shifting
which groups in society they give attention to? Our main
argument is that mainstream parties facing a rising far right party
accommodate by de-emphasizing historically marginalized
identity groups and emphasizing the working class. Using a
mixed methods approach, we demonstrate that mainstream
parties threatened by the far right shift positive attention away
from non-economic identity groups and towards the working
class. Their response is conditioned by party ideology (Social
Democratic parties driving the decline) and electoral fortunes.
Qualitative evidence from Denmark and Sweden sheds light on
how far right party growth is shifting the content of manifestos:
we find that mainstream parties threatened by the far right
increasingly sideline ascriptive identity-related issues. When they
do give attention to identity groups like women, it is often to
promote nativist, anti-immigrant agendas.
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Far right parties, characterized by a nativist mix of anti-immigration and nationalism,
have increasingly gained seats in parliaments across Europe and participated in multiple
government coalitions. Over time, these parties have been expanding beyond their core
issue of immigration and focusing attention on other identity groups, including women,
ethnic minorities, and LGBTQIA+ people (Abou-Chadi, Breyer, and Gessler 2021;
Meguid et al. 2022 ). Far right political discourse often attacks efforts to promote equality
for historically marginalized groups, such as feminism, gender and queer theory, and
post-colonialism, suggesting that these ideologies and associated policies take away valu-
able resources from native working class populations (Bernardez-Rodal, Requeijo Rey,
and Franco 2022; Paternotte and Kuhar 2018; Sakki and Pettersson 2016). Concurrently,
mainstream parties have been criticized for their focus on “identity politics,” with
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political commentators suggesting that by giving attention to these issues they lose valu-
able working class votes to the far right.1 Against this context, we evaluate how far right
challenges impact mainstream party attention to different identity groups. Do main-
stream parties under threat from the far right shift their attention away from historically
marginalized groups like women and ethnic minorities, in favor of a renewed focus on
the working class?

Multiple studies show that mainstream political parties are responsive to far right
growth, generally by moving towards the far right position in an accommodative strategy
(Meguid 2008). Facing far right threat, mainstream parties shift their positions on immi-
gration and multiculturalism (e.g., Abou-Chadi and Krause 2020; Bale 2003), and their
emphasis on welfare (Schumacher and Van Kersbergen 2016; Krause and Giebler
2020), especially center-left parties. Yet, we know little about whether and how main-
stream parties respond to far right challengers in terms of which groups in society
they give attention to. Redressing this gap, we outline and test three hypotheses: we
expect parties to accommodate the grievances of far right parties by de-emphasizing
non-economic identity groups and shifting attention to the working class. Additionally,
we expect the response of mainstream parties to be conditioned by party ideology (with
Social Democratic parties in particular decreasing attention to non-economic identity
groups) and electoral fortunes.

We conduct a mixed-methods analysis of party manifestos, using data from both the
Comparative Manifesto Project (MP; Volkens et al. 2019) and our own hand-coded
analysis of party manifestos. The quantitative data includes 89 parties in 23 European
countries from 1984 to 2017. We supplement this analysis with a qualitative study of
parties in two matched countries similar in most respects except patterns of far right
growth (Denmark and Sweden). We find evidence that mainstream parties accommo-
date: when faced with a far right challenge, they shift positive attention away from non-
economic identity groups and towards the working class. Social Democratic parties
drive the shift away from progressive identity politics positions, a finding consistent
with research on the positioning of these parties on other issues (e.g., Benedetto,
Hix, and Mastrorocco 2019; Abou-Chadi and Wagner 2019). Qualitative analysis
sheds light on how the content of party agendas changes. Mainstream parties in
Denmark (which saw the rise of a far right party in 1998) but not Sweden (no signifi-
cant far right party in this period) increasingly sideline identity-related issues, particu-
larly those relating to women and gender. When Danish parties do discuss identity
groups like women, it is primarily to support growing nativist agendas. Additionally,
following the rise of a far right party in Sweden from 2010, we witness a similar
pattern among mainstream parties.

Mainstream response to far right parties

Research finds that mainstream parties on the left and right react when challenged by far
right parties, and their responses are conditioned by factors including past electoral per-
formance and internal party unity (Bale et al. 2010; Van Spanje 2010; Han 2015; Abou-
Chadi 2016). Existing studies focus primarily on how far right parties affect mainstream
positions on immigration (Schain 2006; Abou-Chadi 2016; Abou-Chadi and Krause
2020), but recent studies also examine the effect of the far right on attention to other
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issues like welfare. Increasingly, far right parties embrace welfare chauvinism (support
for high welfare benefits for native groups only) (Enggist and Pinggera 2022), and a
growing share of workers vote for these parties (De Lange 2016). For example, in
Denmark the populist right adopted a platform of welfare dualism which ultimately
led to a “two-tier welfare state” implemented under right-wing government (Bay, Finser-
aas, and Pedersen 2013, 202). Research demonstrates that mainstream parties follow
populist welfare chauvinist positions under certain circumstances (Schumacher and
Van Kersbergen 2016), and left-of-center parties are especially likely to adopt leftist
welfare positions when challenged by the far right (Krause and Giebler 2020).

Our contribution is to broaden the scope of the existing literature by exploring
whether and how mainstream parties respond to the far right on the issue of identity
politics. Although all politics involving group-based concerns could be considered
“identity politics”, for the sake of this paper we refer to the common usage: “promot-
ing the interests of a wide variety of marginalized groups, such as ethnic minorities,
immigrants and refugees, women, and LGBT people” (Fukuyama 2018). This kind of
identity politics is seen as distinct from class-based politics, which arise from econ-
omic issues rather than ascriptive group identity (Bernstein 2005; Noury and
Roland 2020).

In the last five decades, a consensus emerged within mainstream parties that equality-
seeking policies around gender, sexuality, and other non-economic characteristics were
worthy of pursuit, especially among leftist parties (Inglehart and Norris 2003; Annesley,
Engeli, and Gains 2015). Far right parties challenge this consensus (Piscopo and Walsh
2020). Opposition to gender equality and related issues has been identified as the “sym-
bolic glue” that binds a series of interconnected appeals by far-right political actors—a
strategy of “anti-genderism” (Kováts and Põim 2015). As Erel notes, far right actors
use this discourse, “to center white, heterosexual hegemonic masculinities and specific
versions of femininities proclaimed to be ‘traditional’ as protecting the future of the
nation ,” in an argument linked to nativism within historically white societies (Erel
2018, p.173).

In this view, mainstream parties are seen to have pursued equality-seeking measures
for ascriptive groups at the expense of economically-grounded social class groups. The
figure of the “left behind” embodies this perspective, signifying the increasingly economi-
cally and socially vulnerable working class, the so-called losers of modernization who
become politically alienated as a result (Ignazi 1992; Gidron and Hall 2017; Dancygier
2020). Those who previously relied on traditional gender or ethnic hierarchies to
bolster their own self-worth now suffer from relative status decline, and feelings of mar-
ginalization make them more likely to support parties outside the mainstream (Gidron
and Hall, 2017, 2020).

Although “identity politics” includes many different ascriptive groups, mainstream
political actors perceive them to be linked in this context—and often in tension with
the interests of the working class. For example, in 2021 the former vice-president of
the German Social Democratic Party (SPD), Wolfgang Thierse, published an opinion-
editorial criticizing the party for letting, “questions of ethnic, gender and sexual identity
dominate,” at the expense of issues of distributive justice.2 In the U.K., Labour Party poli-
tician Stephen Kinnock argued that the party had made a mistake by having “played the
game of identity politics and identified groups, whether it is by ethnicity or sexuality or
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whatever you might want to call it, rather than say, ‘we stand up for everyone in this
country and that includes you, the white working class’.”3 A similar framing is seen in
the cases of Denmark,4 Sweden,5 and France to name a few.6

Theory: far right strength decreases mainstream party attention to “identity
politics”

Following Meguid’s modified spatial theory (Meguid 2005, 2008), there are three main
strategies parties could take: accommodative, adversarial, or dismissive. Adversarial
strategies involve adopting different positions than the niche parties, while accommodat-
ing entails adopting the same position. Parties could also simply ignore the far right (dis-
missive) and refuse to take a position or give attention to the issue. Unlike the context of
position-taking on emerging issues such as immigration, the issues we focus on are not
new to mainstream parties. Social democratic parties are fundamentally linked to the
working class, and left-wing parties are associated with gender equality. The dismissive
strategy is thus less relevant to our story, given the salience of these issues in the party
systems we study and the attendant risk of appearing out-of-touch to voters. The ques-
tion is whether mainstream parties will strategically highlight or downplay attention to
different identity groups.7

Our main argument is that mainstream parties threatened by the rising far right accom-
modate in the hopes of stopping the loss of voters to a threatening new competitor. The
adversarial strategy—increasing positive attention to identity politics—is too risky for
parties that are directly threatened by the far right. Far right parties “steal” voters from
both the center-left (the “left behind” working class) and right (socially conservative or
anti-immigrant) (e.g., Spoon and Klüver 2019). While the adversarial strategy might
benefit Green or New Left parties which do not compete with the far right for voters, if main-
stream parties responded this way it could further encourage vote loss to the far right. This
puts mainstream parties under pressure to adapt their views, and reconsider which groups in
society they focus on—in the same way that research shows they have responded to far right
challenges on immigration and welfare. The benefits of an accommodative strategy are not
only halting vote loss to the far right but also potentially attracting some of their voters. We
thus expect mainstream parties to recalibrate their attention as follows:

H1: Far right party growth decreases mainstream party attention to non-economic identity
groups, while increasing positive attention to the working class.

We also expect ideology to condition the responses of mainstream parties in important
ways. Social Democratic parties are uniquely placed to feel the identity-based pressure of
a far right challenge, having roots in the historic working class but also positive commit-
ments on issues of equality for non-economic groups. In the context of broader dealign-
ment, traditional patterns of voting whereby those from lower socio-economic
backgrounds tended to vote for left parties are changing, and voters are seeking out
alternatives from the converging mainstream (Elff 2007; Gingrich and Häusermann
2015). Far right parties are also shifting towards the preferences of their now more
left-leaning supporters, as recent research confirms that far right parties in government
are less likely to engage in welfare state retrenchment and deregulation, compared to
right-wing parties alone (Röth, Afonso, and Spies 2018). Center-left parties are therefore
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faced with the dilemma of accommodation especially acutely in light of a “public narra-
tive [that] strongly focuses on the parties’ supposedly dwindling support among its tra-
ditional base, the working class” (Abou-Chadi and Wagner 2019, 1405). Consequently,
our second hypothesis is:

H2: The link between far right growth and mainstream priorities is conditioned by party
ideology, with Social Democratic parties likely to decrease positive attention to non-econ-
omic identity groups when threatened by the far right.

Finally, we expect recent electoral fortunes to condition party response. Previous
research suggests that parties shift their policies more when they are losing votes (Somer-
Topcu 2009; Han 2015). Other research suggests that mainstream party convergence
results in a loss of voters to non-mainstream parties (Spoon and Klüver 2019), highlighting
the incentive to shift away from any perceived mainstream consensus on increasingly high-
profile issues. Indeed, this relates toH2 as social democratic parties have been shown to be in
decline across the period under study (Benedetto, Hix, and Mastrorocco 2019). Conse-
quently, if a party is in decline, we expect it is more likely to accommodate identity-
based concerns raised by the far right than parties in a strong electoral position:

H3: The link between far right growth andmainstream priorities is conditioned by party for-
tunes, with parties losing votes more likely to increase positive attention to the working class
while decreasing positive attention to identity than those in strong electoral positions.

Data and methods

We analyze party priorities using both quantitative and qualitativemethods. First, we lever-
age Comparative Manifesto Project (MP) data, which measures attention to issues in the
party’s manifesto, coding sentences or quasi-sentences by topic.8 The percentage of mani-
festo devoted to each topic is taken as ameasure of the party’s policy priorities (Volkens et al.
2019). Manifestos represent a crucial early state of the policy process: agenda-setting.While
all voters might not read them, manifestos nonetheless provide a program for parties to
follow and a clear record to which parties can be held accountable. Manifestos also set
the topics of political discussion in a society—which issues are deemedworthy of inclusion?
The attention that different identity groups are afforded in party agendas has important
implications for the quality of representation afforded to these groups.

The MP data has been criticized for its validity and reliability, in particular for how it
estimates policy positions (not our focus here). Still, it remains the richest time-series
data available for measuring parties’ relative attention to different issues and groups in
society. Noting these problems, in the second part of the paper we undertake a qualitative
analysis of party manifestos in two countries (Sweden and Denmark), manually coding
manifestos for attention to different “identity politics” issues.

Our argument poses a relationship between the strength of far right parties and main-
stream party attention to historically marginalized identity groups versus the working
class. The concern for causal inference is that countries which see far right parties
emerge may be self-selecting. For example, countries where far right parties do well
might be characterized by different culture or attitudes towards equality, and these
underlying attitudes might also influence party priorities.
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To address this potential endogeneity problem, the quantitative analysis estimates
regression models that include party- (which in linear combination are equal to
country-) and year fixed effects. Our models control for party or country-specific
omitted variables that are constant over time (e.g., party culture, religiosity), and any
time-specific variables that are constant across countries (e.g., economic shocks). Two-
way fixed effects models are closely related to the difference-in-difference identification
strategy, which compares “treated” (here, parties in countries with far right parties)
and “control” units (parties in countries without far right parties) within the same
time period. The continuous “treatment” variable in this case (vote share of far right
party) means that we measure the “bite” or intensity of far right parties, but the
regression formula retains the basic features of a difference-in-differences model
(Pischke 2005).

The baseline model with party and year fixed effects can be written as

Yit = b1Far Rightit−1 + b2Zit−1 + ai + ht + mit

where Yit is the outcome of interest and measures party priorities in party i in the year t;
Far Rightit−1 is a continuous variable indicating vote share of the far right, and b1 is the
coefficient for this main independent variable; Zit−1 represents a vector of covariates, and
b2 the coefficients for these covariates; ai and ht are party and year fixed effects, respect-
ively; and mit is the error term. Right-hand side variables are lagged because party mani-
festos are written before the election. Party-level variables are lagged by one-election year
and national-level variables are lagged by one year. We use robust standard errors clus-
tered by election to address the concern that unobserved election-specific factors may
influence all parties’ policy priorities in a given election, leading to correlated errors
across parties (Williams 2000).

The quantitative data includes 89 parties in 23 European democracies with and
without far right parties from 1984 to 2017. We focus on Europe because of the
general agreement that far right parties have become increasingly prominent here
since the 1980s. However, the majority of our data come from Western Europe (411
of 460 observations), due to data availability. The countries included are: Austria,
Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary,
Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slova-
kia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the UK. Parties are coded as far right
based on nativist ideology, as reflected in categorizations by C. Mudde (2007),
C. Mudde (2016), or Bustikova (2014) (more on this below). Parties are coded as main-
stream if the Comparative Manifesto Project categorizes them as Social Democratic,
Liberal, Conservative, or Christian Democratic. Following Abou-Chadi and Krause
(2020), we drop the first three elections after democratization for countries in Eastern
Europe, given the time necessary to establish party systems.

The main dependent variables are the share of party manifesto devoted to two policy
categories: (1) Identity Groups, which measures attention to identity groups not defined
by class; and (2)Working Class, which measures support for class-based groups. Identity
Groups adds MP codes 705 and 706 and includes positive mentions of non-economic
identity groups of all kinds, including women, disabled peoples, LGBTQIA+, immi-
grants, indigenous, the elderly, and children. For example, “The investment in
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women’s businesses continues” (Swedish Moderates 2010, coded as 706). Working class
includes favorable mentions to labor groups and the working class, including more jobs,
good working conditions, and fair wages (code 701). For example, “the unskilled should
be entitled to a real education on full unemployment benefit” (Danish Social Democrats
2011). While imperfect, the economic and non-economic identity group variables coded
by MP give us a good proxy for class versus identity politics. The qualitative analysis
serves as both a robustness check and illustrates how parties respond to the rise of far
right parties.

The key independent variable is Far Right(t−1), a continuous variable indicating the
strength (vote share) of far right parties. If a country had more than one far right
party, the sum of vote shares is used to measure the overall strength of far right
parties. Appendix Table A1 lists all far right parties included, and a discussion of criteria
for inclusion (we focus on parties characterized by nativist ideology). We control for
several potential confounders. First, growing levels of immigration might spur xenopho-
bia and cultural backlash, leading to the growth of both far right parties and changes in
mainstream party attention to identity groups. Evidence on the link between immigra-
tion and far right party success is mixed, but some studies find a positive link (e.g.,
Coffé, Heyndels, and Vermeir 2007). To control for this we include Immigration(t−1),
measured as the log of foreign inflows of asylum seekers.

Another common theory for far right growth relates to economic deprivation—that
changing labor markets and greater economic insecurity lead to less support for immi-
grants in line with conflict theory (Kitschelt and McGann 1997)—and may also bleed
into less support for women and other historically disadvantaged groups. Again, the
empirical evidence is mixed (for a review see Golder 2016), but we include measures
of Unemployment(t−1) and Economic Growth(t−1) (to account for economic insecurity.
Finally, supply-side explanations for far right growth often highlight the role of electoral
systems, in particular how majoritarian systems serve as a bulwark against far right party
entry (John and Margetts 2009). Because electoral rules are mostly static, the party fixed
effects we include account for this.

Other controls include Party Size(t−1) (vote share), whether a party was in
Government(t−1) during the previous election period, and the average
Party System Salience(t−1) of the dependent variable. Research shows that opposition
parties are more vulnerable to far right “contagion” than parties in government (Van
Spanje 2010), and that small parties follow different incentives to larger parties (Adams
et al. 2006). Additionally, parties might respond to the issue emphases of other parties in
the party system (Green-Pedersen and Mortensen 2010; Meijers 2017). We, therefore,
include variables capturing the average party system salience of the dependent variables.
Table A2 in the Appendix shows summary statistics and data sources for all variables
used in analysis.

Results

Figure 1 plots party attention to identity groups and the working class from 1980 to 2018
by party family. The figure shows a steady decline in positive attention to non-economic
identity groups for all party families. Social Democrats historically paid the most atten-
tion to identity groups, but in recent years are indistinguishable from other party
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families. The far right pays the least positive attention to non-economic identity groups.
Attention to the working class is almost a mirror opposite, with all party families
increasing attention since the early 2000s. This increase intensifies in the late 2000s, con-
comitant with the 2008 financial crisis. Social Democratic parties continue to increase
their attention to the working class while Christian Democrat, Liberal, and far right
parties are trending towards a plateau. Overall, the patterns here suggest that parties
have been shifting attention away from non-economic and towards economic identity
groups.

Table 1 reports results showing the effects of far right party growth on party priorities
towards identity groups and the working class. Consistent with Hypothesis 1 (accommo-
dation), far right party growth leads mainstream parties to shift their priorities away from
identity groups and towards the working class. The coefficient of −0.11 on Far Right(t−1)
in Model 1 indicates that a one-unit increase in vote share of far right parties is associated
with an 0.11 percentage point decrease in party attention to identity groups, significant at
the 0.1 level. For example, if a party spent 5% of its manifesto on issues related to identity
groups, a 5% increase in far right party growth would lead the party to decrease its

Figure 1. Positive party attention to manifesto areas by party family, 1980–2018, Loess smoothing.
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attention by 0.55 points, to 4.45% of the party manifesto (for context, the standard devi-
ation of far right vote share in our data is 7.8%).

The opposite is seen for attention to the working class. Table 1 model 2 shows that far
right party growth increases mainstream party attention to this group (p < 0.05). A party
that spent 5% of its manifesto on issues related to the working class would be expected to
spend 5.5% of its manifesto on these issues if the far right increased from 0% to 5% of
vote share. We also test whether mainstream parties react to far right attention to the
working class in particular (measured as share of far right manifesto devoted to
working class). We find that mainstream attention to the working class increases signifi-
cantly as far right parties themselves give more attention to the working class. To save
space, these results are shown in Table A5 and Figure A1.

The next hypothesis (H2) is that the effect of far right growth on party priorities is
conditional on party ideology, with Social Democrats particularly likely to accommodate
the far right. To test this, we estimate models including interactions with Far Right(t−1)
party growth and social democratic party family. Note that the constitutive term for
this party family cannot be included in the model due to the inclusion of party-level
fixed effects; this also means that it is fully accounted for in the models. Because it can
be difficult to interpret the coefficients of interactive models, Figure 2 plots the marginal
effects, the change in party priorities in response to far right growth and party family
(social democratic, or not) (see Appendix Table A3 for regression table) (Brambor,
Roberts Clark, and Golder 2006). The figure suggests that the negative effect of far
right growth on mainstream attention to identity groups is driven by Social Democrats
(interaction coefficient of −0.14, SE = 0.06, p , 0.05). The same interaction of far right
and social democratic party is not a significant determinant of attention to the working

Table 1. Effects of far right party on mainstream party priorities.
Dependent variable:

Identity groups Working class
(1) (2)

Far Right(t−1) −0.109* 0.107***
(0.066) (0.040)

Government(t−1) −0.127 0.182
(0.386) (0.270)

Party Size(t−1) 0.015 −0.047
(0.026) (0.031)

Econ. Growth(t−1) −0.042 −0.135*
(0.089) (0.082)

Unemployment(t−1) 0.012 0.126*
(0.093) (0.068)

Immigration(t−1) 0.316 0.100
(0.400) (0.207)

Party System Salience: Identity Groups(t−1) 0.027
(0.125)

Party System Salience: Working Class(t−1) 0.018
(0.167)

Constant −0.661 −0.090
(3.804) (2.623)

Year fixed effects Yes Yes
Party fixed effects Yes Yes
Observations 459 459
R2 0.504 0.579
Adjusted R2 0.311 0.416

Note: ∗p , 0.1; ∗∗p , 0.05; ∗∗∗p , 0.01. Note: Robust standard errors clustered around election in parentheses.
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class. Social Democrats respond to far right growth by reducing the attention they give to
non-economic identity groups.

Hypothesis 3 suggests that the link between far right growth and shifts in priorities is
conditioned by electoral fortunes, with parties losing votes most likely to shift attention
away from identity groups and towards the working class. To test this, we estimate
models including an interaction between FarRight(t−1) and Vote Change, measured as
vote share at current election minus vote share in previous election. Figure 3 plots the
marginal effects, the change in party priorities in response to far right growth and main-
stream vote change (see Appendix Table A4 for regression table).9 The figure shows that
party fortunes are not especially consequential for the link between far right growth and
identity politics. However, the positive effect of far right party growth on attention to the
working class is conditioned by electoral fortunes: faced with a far right challenge, the
more votes a party loses, the more it shifts attention to the working class. The effect of
far right vote share on attention to the working class is positive and significant except

Figure 2. Predicted change in party priorities as a function of far right growth and Social Democratic
Party.
Note: Average marginal effects based on regression results shown in Appendix Table A3.

Figure 3. Predicted change in party priorities as a function of far right growth and mainstream vote
change.
Note: Average marginal effects based on regression results shown in Appendix Table A4.
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for when the party is doing very well (marginal effects significant when vote change is less
than or equal to 9).

To ensure that findings are not the result of model misspecification, we also estimate
models that include a lagged dependent variable rather than year fixed effects, models
with no control variables, and a model which uses working class position (log-ratio
scale) as the dependent variable rather than positive attention to the working class.
The main findings are robust to these alternative specifications. We also consider
whether effects are conditioned by region. We find that the effect of far right success
on attention to the working class, in particular, is driven by parties in Western
Europe. This is in line with previous work showing that while far right parties in
Eastern Europe promote traditional values and reject liberal progressives, unlike their
equivalents in the West they do not have a clear social base among the working class
(Buštíková 2017). Finally, our findings are robust to defining far right growth as the
largest far right party, rather than the sum of far right parties (see Appendix for all
additional models).

How do mainstream parties respond to far right success? Evidence from
Denmark and Sweden

We use qualitative evidence from a matched pair case study to shed light on the question
of how mainstream parties shift attention to different identity groups in response to
radical right parties. Matched pairs provide a framework for thinking about what
would have happened if not for the rise of the far right in one country by considering
what happened in a country similar except for a successful far right party (Tarrow
2010). We focus on the case of Denmark, where a far right party emerged in the late
1990s, allowing us to clearly distinguish the period before and after far right presence.

We use statistical matching to select a counterfactual case, matching on the potential
confounders of immigration, socioeconomic level, and unemployment (Nielsen 2016).
The matching procedure successfully matches Denmark to Sweden. Both countries are
social democratic welfare states with generous social provision, similar party systems,
and are often compared (e.g., Green-Pedersen and Odmalm 2008). Sweden did not see
a significant far right party gain ground in the late 1990s; the Sweden Democrats
emerged later. Technical details of the matching procedure are in the Appendix.

We translated and coded party manifestos from mainstream parties in both countries
for three elections before and after a far right party gained seats in Denmark (1998). This
corresponds to the years 1988–2005 for Denmark and 1988–2006 for Sweden. The case of
Sweden offers a second opportunity to examine mainstream responses to the far right
following the rise of the Sweden Democrats, which first entered parliament in 2010. Con-
sequently, we also translate and code Swedish manifestos from 2010 to 2018.

We coded individual sentences or semi-sentences from manifestos that relate to five
groups: (1) the working class and labor; (2) women; (3) ethnic minority groups; (4) dis-
abled peoples; and (5) LGBTQIA+. The first category captures the economic identity
group of the working class, while the latter categories are ascriptive, non-economic
groups often referred to jointly in the context of identity politics. We focus on the
main center-left (the Social Democratic Party in Denmark and the Swedish Social Demo-
cratic Party) and center-right (Venstre in Denmark and the Moderate Party in Sweden)
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parties. We code manifestos from these 4 parties over 9 election-years, resulting in a
dataset of 861 quasi-sentences related to economic and non-economic identity groups.
Coding details can be found in the Appendix.

The 1998 Folketinget election saw the electoral breakthrough of Danish People’s Party
(Dansk Folkeparti, DF). The DF won 7.4% of the vote, finishing fifth behind the main-
stream parties Social Democratic Party, Venstre, Conservative People’s Party, and Social-
ist People’s Party. After 1998, the DF continued to grow, winning 12% of the vote in 2001
and 13.3% in 2005. Conversely, Sweden did not see far-right entry into the Riksdag until
2010, when the Sweden Democrats won 5.7% of the vote. Previously, between 1988 and
2006, the Swedish party system was characterized by the mainstream Social Democratic
Party (SDP), Moderate Party, (Liberal) People’s Party, Center Party, Christian Demo-
crats, or Left Party comprising the top four spots in each election. Some scholars describe
New Democracy (Ny Demokrati, NyD) as a radical right party (Rydgren 2010, but see
Gould 1996)—and this party did win 6.7% of the vote in Sweden’s 1991 election—but
they failed to win seats in subsequent elections.

Turning to the Social Democratic parties first, the Swedish Social Democrats offer a
range of policies targeting both economic and non-economic identity groups, including
a 1988 pledge to abolish class distinctions, solidarity with immigrants and refugees, and
promoting good relations between different ethnic groups. They discuss gender inequal-
ity and outline related policies including increased flexibility in child care services. These
pledges are wrapped in broader expressions of equality: in 1998, “Wewant to see a society
in which all people can develop and influence their life situation, a society where women
and men have equal rights regardless of ethnic and cultural background.” This core ideol-
ogy remains largely unchanged throughout the study period.

After 2010 (when the Sweden Democrats emerged), pledges related to women begin to
focus more on “tougher action against sexual offenses” (2018 manifesto) than in earlier
years. This mirrors the Sweden Democrats’ focus on women as victims, which is often
connected to immigration. In 2018, the Sweden Democrats say that, “perceived insecurity
among women has increased sharply” and in 2010 they focus on the need to support
women, “living under religious and honor-related oppression”. Although the rise of
the Sweden Democrats doesn’t prompt the SDP to roll back previous commitments on
gender equality, it does coincide with a period of stasis where pledges around improving
shared family leave and women’s employment remain essentially the same between the
1990s and the late 2010s: for example, “our policy is more than anything else about…the
situation of families with children” (1998) and “We need to give more families with chil-
dren more time for fellowship, socializing and recreation” (2018). From 2010, new
pledges involving gender equality tend to focus on women as the victims of violence.

In the period between 1988 and 2006, the working class is discussed in the context of
offering retraining and support to workers displaced by globalization and of education
policy. Following 2010 (when the Sweden Democrats emerged), much of the same mes-
saging remains, though by 2018 increasing economic protectionism is observed, linked
explicitly to migration (“Limit labor immigration so that jobs with low educational
requirements where there is no labor shortage go to unemployed people in Sweden”).
At the same time, later manifestos include increasingly stringent cultural protection-
ism—including cultural schools (2014) and compulsory language classes for new immi-
grants (2018)—that track the rise of the Sweden Democrats.
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The Danish Social Democratic Party takes a different tack to their Swedish counter-
parts, with manifestos in 1988 and 1990 making no explicit mention of gender or
racial equality. Following a period in government, the 1994 manifesto includes discussion
of work-family policies and gender equality in the labour market. The 1998 manifesto
(when the Danish People’s Party emerge) discusses immigration and assimilation
policy at length, underlining that immigrants must accept Danish culture and values
and that criminal elements will be returned to their countries of origin. In some cases,
these policies are directly compared to those of the Danish People’s Party, suggesting
that they are a response to them. The manifesto also links immigration to sexual violence
and trafficking, for example claiming that “drug crime, robbery, serious violence, and
rape must result in expulsion.” There remain mentions of work-family policies, but no
explicit pledges on gender equality as seen in the Swedish SDP manifesto at this time.
In 2001 and 2005, the party again discusses women’s rights in the racialized context of
immigration, stating that forced marriages and trafficking must stop. The party thus
uses gender as a frame to promote a nationalist “gender equal” identity, in opposition
to the non-Western “other” which is presented to pose a threat to Danish culture.

From 2001, the Danish Social Democrats also increase attention to the working class, a
group mentioned only once in the manifestos of 1998 and 1994. In 2001, the party dis-
cusses activation policy extensively, including continuing education reform, jobs for
older unemployed, and flexible jobs for people with reduced working capacity. 2001 is
also the year that the Danish Social Democrats began a steady decline in vote share
(from 36% in 1998 to 29% in 2001). The increased attention to the working class observed
at this time specifically (rather than in 1998 when the far right first entered parliament)
supports our quantitative finding that mainstream parties respond to the rise of a far
right party by increasing attention to the working class when under electoral threat.

Turning to the center-right parties, in their early manifestos the Swedish Moderate
Party focuses squarely on the economy, with only a few mentions of any identity
groups. The party promotes quick access to jobs for refugees, as well as briefly notes
the need for gender equality in 1994. In 1998 (when the far right emerged in
Denmark), the party remains inclusive towards immigrants and refugees, noting that
Swedish business can benefit from, “immigrants who build bridges to their home
countries.” The 1998 manifesto also continues to promote gender equality, noting
Sweden’s lack of women in the private sector compared to other countries. In 2002
and 2006, the party strengthens its messages on both inclusivity for immigrants
(“Most people who come to Sweden have been forced to flee from their home country
or come here because they want to work and build a new future”, 2002) and gender
equality.

Overall, while identity makes up far less of the Swedish center-right’s agenda than the
Social Democrats, there is a clear trend towards greater inclusivity over between 1988 and
2006. After 2010, commitments to equality remain, though often focused on employment
opportunities for various identity groups including women, young people, and disabled
people. Between 2010 and 2018, the Moderates largely frame equality in terms of access
to the labour market, with more generous family leave and healthcare policies discussed
in these terms. As with the SDP, while equality-related pledges do not disappear during
this time, they are less bold than some of the pledges seen previously, particularly those
included in the 2002 and 2006 manifestos.
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In addition, we observe a notable increase in messaging around immigration. This
includes requirements for arrivals to learn Swedish (similar to the Swedish SDP
pledge) and restrictive immigration policies in a broader sense (“An emerging shadow
society, where human beings remain without permission, is unacceptable and unsustain-
able”, 2018). The 2014 and 2018 manifestos explicitly link “culture” or “cultures of
honor” to violence against women, including forced marriage and domestic violence,
framing these as opposed to Swedish values. For example, in 2018, the manifesto
states that “The view of equality within some immigrant groups in Sweden differs
from the norms and values that characterize Swedish society ,” this pledge part of a
range of pledges that discuss the use of “culture” to hold Sweden together in the face
of the “politicization of culture we have seen…abroad”. As with the Swedish SDP, the
Moderates appear to respond to the rise of the far-right Sweden Democrats by making
protectionist cultural and economic appeals that link to immigration, framing the
arrival of immigrants and asylum seekers as potentially inimical to Swedish values of
equality for a range of identity groups, not least women.

The Danish Liberal party, Venstre, is similar to the Swedish Moderates in its classically
liberal and conservative ideology. In the first two elections—1988 and 1990—Venstre’s
manifestos are similar to the SwedishModerates. They are pro-business, anti-public spend-
ing, with little mention of any identity groups. In 1994 (the election before the Danish
People’s Party emerges), Venstre mentions immigration for the first time, linking it to
crime: “Criminal asylum seekers who are not entitled to a residence permit under the
Refugee Convention must be expelled immediately.” The party repeats ideas about the
need to expel foreigners convicted of crimes in 1998. None of these manifestos mention
gender or racial equality. In 2001 gender is mentioned, but in the racialized context of
immigration. In the section on immigration, the party says that the penalties for trafficking
must be increased. This section is immediately followed by one on violence against women
(the first year the party raises the issue), which pushes for stronger penalties for rape. In
2005, the manifesto also links immigration to forced marriage and presents it as equivalent
to arranged marriage (“It is necessary to protect young girls from unhappy forced mar-
riages and arranged marriages”). This rhetoric around forced marriages was used as a
tool to restrict immigration in Denmark with the controversial “24 year” rule on family
unification (criticized as a human rights violation by CEDAW).

Table 2. Summary of change in party attention to identity groups, 1988–2005, Denmark and 1988–
2018, Sweden.

Denmark Sweden

Center-left Danish Social Democratic Party Swedish Social Democratic Party
• Before rise of far right, main reference to gender
is work-family policies; after far right, attn. to
trafficking, rape, forced marriage.

• Offer a range of policies targeting various identity
groups (working class, race, immigrants, gender,
age, LGBTQIA+).

• Increase attn. to working class (activation) from
2001.

• Increasing economic and cultural protectionism
following rise of Sweden Democrats from 2010.

Center-right Venstre Moderates
• Little mention of any identity groups before 1998;
After, restrictionist immigration policy + gender
mentioned in the context of perceived
immigrant violence / oppression.

• Increasing attn. to identity groups over time,
including inclusive policy toward immigrants,
explicit appeals to gender equality in labor force.

• Increase attn. to working class in 2005. • After rise of Sweden Democrats, increased focus
on violence against women.
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Table 2 summarizes the key findings of the qualitative analysis. First, we note the main
categories of identity groups that parties discuss are related to immigration, the working
class, and gender. Appeals for racial equality, mentions of disability, and attention to
LGBTQIA+ groups are rare. While mainstream parties in Sweden include various identity
groups between 1988 and 2006, the rise of theDanishPeople’s Party loomsover theproposals
put forward by mainstream parties in Denmark at this time. Appeals to gender equality in
Denmark after the rise of the far right DF take on a racialized and nationalist tone, serving
to reify claims of minority oppression of women and perceived cultural difference. We see
a similar pattern in Sweden after 2010, when the Sweden Democrats emerged: discussion
of identity becomes increasingly protectionist in economic and cultural terms, linking the
equality of identity groups—especially women’s equality and safety—to restrictive immigra-
tionpolicies and thedrive to integrate immigrants into the Swedishwayof life. Thequalitative
evidence thus offers additional support for mainstream identity accommodation. Main-
stream parties threatened by the far right sideline equality of historically marginalized
groups, and appropriate gender as a tool to support nativist, anti-immigration agendas.

Conclusion

Far right parties are “the fastest growing party family in Europe” (Golder 2016) and the
question of howmainstream parties respond to their challenge is increasingly relevant. In
this study, we provide the first cross-national evidence for a backlash over “identity poli-
tics”: mainstream parties respond to the rising far right by decreasing attention to non-
economic identity groups and increasing attention to the working class. Social Demo-
cratic parties are driving the decline in positive attention to non-economic identity
groups across the period of our study. The implications are that right party growth
does not just have an effect on the political status of immigrants; it has significant con-
sequences for a broader range of identity groups.

While strategic moves to co-opt niche party issues can pay off at the polls, research
suggests that the effectiveness of such strategies depends on the electoral context, party
identities, and particular issue at stake. For example, governing party accommodation
on decentralization decreases ethnoterritorial party vote share at the national level
(Meguid 2015), but a recent study finds little evidence that mainstream accommodation
on immigration weakens far right parties (Krause, Cohen, and Abou-Chadi 2022).
Others have discussed how, to slow or reverse their declining electoral fortunes, Social
Democratic parties should adjust to transformations in their traditional class base and
“increase their appeal among the growing groups of socio-cultural professionals and
high-skilled labor market outsiders …through investment-oriented economic positions
as well as liberal cultural positions” (Abou-Chadi and Wagner 2019, 1406). Thus, conti-
nuing to reduce attention to non-economic identity groups seems unlikely to ease the
troubles of Social Democratic parties.

We note that our study is limited by the countries and time period included in analysis
(Europe from 1984 to 2017). This time period also saw mainstream ideological conver-
gence in Europe (e.g., Green and Hobolt 2008), which could have made conditions ripe
for far right parties to compete on the identity politics critique and for mainstream
parties to respond to it. Future research should investigate whether far right parties in
other parts of the world may be similarly influencing the priorities of the mainstream
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—including for example in Brazil, where the rise of far right and misogynist Bolsonaro
ushered in an illiberal backlash (Hunter and Power 2019).

The question of whether party priorities translate into actual policy outcomes remains.
A natural extension of this work is to explore the effects of far right growth on outcomes
including legislation and spending on issues related to economic and non-economic
identity groups. Another relevant question our results raise is whether mainstream
parties also respond to the far left on equality and identity issues, and in particular
whether new left or green parties provide a counterpoint that changes the incentives
of mainstream parties faced with a growing far right party.

Notes

1. For example, Mark Lilla, “The End of Identity Liberalism”, The New York Times; Tomo
Lochoki, “Germany’s Left Is Committing Suicide by Identity Politics”, Foreign Affairs;
Gavin Mortimer, “Macron steps up his war on identity politics”, The Spectator.

2. Wolfgang Thierse,“Wie viel Identität vertrg̈t die Gesellschaft?”, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung.
3. Ned Simons, “Labour Must Stop ‘Obsessing’ About Diversity, Says Stephen Kinnock”,

Huffington Post.
4. Elias Thorssen, “Identity Denmark: The debate tearing the Left apart”, Murmur.
5. Bo Rothstein and Sven Steinmo, “‘Us Too!’ – The Rise Of Middle-Class Populism In Sweden

And Beyond”, Social Europe.
6. Ava Djamshidi, Veronique Philipponnat, Dorothy Werner, “Exclusif – Feminicides, Egalite,

premiere dame, crop top : Macron repond”, Elle.
7. Although we do not account for this added complexity in our analysis, we work from an

assumption that party leadership is able to exert considerable control over party platforms.
Despite leadership power being conditional on party structure, there is evidence that
“leadership domination” is in the ascendancy within parties across multiple contexts
(e.g., Schumacher and Giger 2017).

8. The data and replication files can be found at: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/OR11GV.
9. The coefficients, standard errors, and p-values for the dependent variable of identity groups

are: Vote Change 0.002, SE = 0.025, p = 0.93, Far Right(t−1) 0.124, SE = 0.075, p = 0.07, Vote
Change ×Far Right(t−1) 0.003, SE = 0.003, p = 0.34. For the dependent variable working class:
Vote Change 0.012, SE = 0.019, p = 0.55, Far Right(t−1) 0.127, SE = 0.041, p = 0.001, Vote
Change ×Far Right(t−1) 0.004, SE = 0.003, p = 0.21.
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