
 

 

 

 

Örebro University 

Department of Humanities,                                                                                                

education, and social sciences                                                                                        

Sociology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Sweden Democrats and the issue of climate change 

A study on the definition and legitimization of social realities in a globalized 

world with a specific focus on power relations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                   Sociology: Master’s degree, second year 

                                                                              Independent work, 15 credits, 2021 

                                                                              Author: Charlotta Enqvist 

                                                                              Supervisor: Daniel Sjödin 

                                                                              Examiner: Natalia Krzyzanowska 

 



 

 

 

Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the constructed vision of social reality that the 

Sweden Democrats define and thus defend and legitimizes through their climate and 

environmental policy. With a focus on the power relations that are constitutive of the Sweden 

Democrats' definition of social reality, the intention is to clarify the Sweden Democrats' 

position on the issue of climate change and to make visible what underlies their actions 

concerning the ratification of the Paris Agreement. To achieve the purpose, critical discourse 

analysis is used as a method where political documents concerning the Sweden Democrats' 

climate, environment, and energy policy during the period 2018-2021 constitute the empirical 

material. The results show that the Sweden Democrats' definition of climate change is both 

ambiguous and ambivalent, where Sweden's self-image and Swedish interests are prioritized 

over climate measures. The result also shows that the Sweden Democrats' definition of 

climate change is constituted by underlying power relations to preserve the power of the 

nation-state and the subordinate position of developing countries. One conclusion that can be 

drawn is to reduce the Sweden Democrats to just being climate change deniers is to simplify 

because their attitude to climate change is characterized by ambivalence and self-interest 

rather than skepticism and denial. Another conclusion is that the Sweden Democrats' attitude 

to climate change is more about defending and preserving existing power relations and less 

about questioning the existence of climate change. A third conclusion that can be drawn is 

that the Sweden Democrats' action regarding the Paris Agreement is more about opposing a 

social change that entails increased equality and about legitimizing the nation state's 

continued relevance in a globalized world, and less about opposing the content and 

implementation of the Paris Agreement.  
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1. Introduction 

Climate change is the greatest challenge of our time and sources of multiple types of risks, 

and how we choose to deal with it will be crucial to our continued existence. Managing 

climate change requires global cooperation, and hopefully, the seriousness of the danger can 

be the incentive needed to strengthen global governance (Giddens, 2010, p. ix).  

The Paris Agreement, which aims to address the issue of climate change at a global level was 

drawn up in December 2015, in which the countries of the world undertook to reduce their 

climate impact by reducing greenhouse gas emissions. The Paris Agreement, which is an 

important part of the sustainable development goal number 13 (United Nations, 2021), 

entered into force in 2016 with the goal that the global temperature rise will not be higher than 

1.5˚C (Regeringskansliet, 2020). Seven out of eight Swedish parliamentary parties supported 

the ratification of the Paris Agreement, the Sweden Democrats, as the only party, chose to 

reject the ratification. The Sweden Democrats stress that it stands for an effective climate 

policy but chose to make a reservation for approving the Paris Agreement as, according to 

them, there are several problems with the content and implementation of the agreement 

(Betänkande, 2016/17: MJU6). The question is whether the problem is the Paris Agreement 

itself or whether there are other explanations for the Sweden Democrats' skepticism about 

global climate cooperation.  

Previous studies show that the Sweden Democrats are not convinced that climate change is 

due to human impact and, over time they have taken a more climate-change skeptical 

approach (Gemenis, Katsanidou & Vasilopoulou, 2012, p. 16; Hultman, Björk & Viinikka. 

2020, pp.130-131). According to Hultman et al (2020, pp. 130-131), the Sweden Democrats' 

skeptical attitude to climate change is based on an ethno-nationalist and conservative ideology 

where their views are marketed with populist anti-establishment rhetoric, based on a distrust 

of the elite and its hidden agenda regarding the global climate cooperation. However, a study 

by Jylhä & Hellmer (2020, p. 316) shows that the correlation between anti-establishment 

attitudes and climate change denial among right-wing populist parties disappears when the 

variables anti-egalitarianism and exclusionism, preferences for inequality, and exclusion of 

minority groups from economic and social rights, also are included in the analysis model. 

Jylhä and Hellmer (2020, p. 330) conclude that anti-egalitarian and exclusionism attitudes, 

which is often expressed in terms of antifeminism and xenophobia, are the strongest 

predictions for denial of climate change, but anti-establishment attitudes interact and 
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contribute to explaining the rhetoric used by right-wing populists in their denial of, or 

skepticism towards climate change. Jylhä and Hellmer (2020, p. 316) emphasized that it 

would be fruitful for the research area to focus on the ideology that underlies climate deniers' 

attitudes to climate change instead of studying rhetoric they use to justify their position. In 

this way, they argue, existing societal power relations that climate change skeptics or deniers 

defend with their populist anti-establishment rhetoric would be made visible (Jylhä & 

Hellmer, 2020, p. 316).  

The Sweden Democrats' climate policy is the starting point in the following study. Since 

previous studies show that the Sweden Democrats and similar parties in the far-right group 

use populist anti-establishment rhetoric when communicating their position on climate issues, 

I have instead chosen to focus on the underlying power relations that are constitutive of the 

Sweden Democrats' attitude to climate change, and which thus form the basis for their 

rhetoric. I argue that by examining the Sweden Democrats' political approach to climate and 

environment, underlying power relations can be exposed, which helps to make visible the 

vision of social reality that Sweden Democrats construct and want to maintain and which they 

thereby defend through their climate and environmental policy communicated by populist 

anti-establishment rhetoric.  

By focusing on the causes behind the Sweden Democrats' use of populist anti-establishment 

rhetoric when they address climate and environmental issues, my hope with the following 

study is to add another piece to the puzzle and thus contribute to more knowledge in the field 

of far-right parties or groups and climate change. I argue that climate and environmental 

policy is to be regarded as public planning in a broader sense since government decisions are 

of crucial importance, for example when it comes to public planning at the municipal level 

and thus also for the conditions for sustainable development. More knowledge in the area is 

therefore important because the far-right movement is making strong progress around the 

world, which means that it is important to know how they relate to climate change, as their 

advanced positions have an impact on climate and environmental work (Forchtner, 2019, p. 

1). A multifaceted knowledge about climate change skepticism and denials and what underlies 

that approach is also important for the development of climate policies, more knowledge in 

the field is also helpful in the framing of information on climate change to reach those who 

considering climate change as a hoax (Clarke, Ling, Kothe, Klas, & Richardson, 2018, p. 

350).  
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There is a lack of studies with a focus on the Sweden Democrats' attitude to and 

communication about the environment and climate and more specifically about what underlies 

their policies and rhetoric when they address these areas. The only relevant study in the field 

that I have found and taken part in is the one mentioned above by Hultman et al. (2020). In 

that study, the empirical material consists of political documents, debate articles, and tweets, 

where the focus is on key actors' networking and language use (Hultman et al., 2020, p. 122). 

In the following study, only political documents such as party programs, election manifestos, 

budget proposals, and motions will be analysed. The choice to analyze only political 

documents is based on an assumption that the existence of populist rhetoric is less common in 

that type of text in comparison with, for example, debate articles. The intention with the 

choice of empirical material is that a more stripped-down language should facilitate the search 

for underlying power relations. 

 

1.1 Purpose and research questions  

Previous studies show that the Sweden Democrats have a skeptical approach towards climate 

change, but the Sweden Democrats themselves claim that they stand up for an effective 

climate policy while they at the same time choose to reject the ratification of the Paris 

Agreement, how can this be understood and/or explained? 

Based on the above, the purpose of this study is to investigate the constructed vision of social 

reality that the Sweden Democrats define and thus defend and legitimizes through their 

climate and environmental policy. With a focus on the power relations that are constitutive of 

the Sweden Democrats' definition of social reality, the intention is to clarify the Sweden 

Democrats' position on the issue of climate change and to make visible what underlies their 

actions concerning the ratification of the Paris Agreement. 

 

• How do the Sweden Democrats define climate change? 

• What kind of power relations underlies and are constitutive of the Sweden Democrats' 

definition of climate change?  

• How can the Sweden Democrats' actions regarding the Paris Agreement be understood 

and/or explained from the perspective of the legitimizing of social realities? 
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1.2 Ideological background and main features of the Sweden Democrats 

The Sweden Democrats were founded in 1988 by, among others, the former Waffen-SS 

member Gustaf Ekström (Ulvenlöv, Palm & Larsson, 2017) and the party has attracted much 

attention ever since it was founded. The attention has mostly been about their restrictive views 

on immigration, their past in the white power environment, and recurring exclusions of people 

with connections to Nazi and criminal circles. The Sweden Democrats stress that they are a 

social conservative party with a nationalist basis, however, studies show that they are rather to 

be regarded as a (radical) right-wing populist party (Krzyzanowski, 2018, p. 99; Wodak, 

2015, p. 2) or an ethno-nationalist and conservative party using populistic rhetoric (Hultman 

et al, 2020, pp. 130-131). In this study, the Sweden Democrats' attitude and approach to 

climate change is in focus. To fully understand what underlies their attitude and actions 

regarding the climate change issue, an understanding of their ideological foundation is 

necessary. In the following section, therefore, an account is given of the ideological 

orientations which, according to previous studies, are constitutive of their policies. The 

presentation of the ideological foundation is divided into three areas: Nationalism, populism, 

and right-wing populism, where the latter category is a more customized version of populism 

and is therefore presented under a separate heading. 

 

1.2.1 Nationalism 

Smith (2010, p. 9) stresses that the nation and the pursuit of its prosperity are at the center of 

the nationalist ideology, and he highlights national autonomy, national unity, and national 

identity as three important pillars of nationalism and which are crucial to its existence. Smith 

(2010) defines nationalism as follows. "An ideological movement for attaining and 

maintaining autonomy, unity, and identity for a population which some of its members deem 

to constitute an actual or potential `nation´. " (p. 9). There is a perception that nationalism is 

not to be regarded as a coherent ideology because it appears in many different forms. This is a 

misleading view, according to Smith (2010, p. 24), nationalism as an idea consists of well-

defined goals in the form of territorial unification, cultural identity, and self-government 

where there are clearly formulated strategies to achieve these goals. Smith (2010, p. 24) 

stresses that although there are different types of nationalist orientations such as religious, 

secular, and radical, they are all characterized by a pursuit of nationality in its purest form, 

which makes nationalism as an ideology differ from other ideologies and can thus be 

considered as an ideological orientation. Nationalism often interacts with other ideologies and 
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beliefs to achieve its goal. Smith (2010, p. 27) emphasizes that this characteristic makes 

nationalism successful because it can not only be regarded as a belief system but also as a 

cultural and/or religious orientation, and in that aspect, it also deviates from other mainstream 

ideologies. 

 

1.2.2 Populism 

According to Canovan (1999, pp. 3-4), populism is a vague concept that is mainly based on an 

idea where the people are put against the elite or the establishment and where the populists 

believe that they speak for the sake of the people. Populism is also questioned as a concept as 

it is widely used and is encumbered with different definitions (Moffitt & Tormey, 2013, p. 

382; Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2013, p. 149). Mudde and Kaltwasser (2012, pp. 8-10; 2013, pp. 

149-151) stresses that populism is to be regarded as a thin-centered ideology consisting of a 

set of ideas, which means that it is limited both in terms of ambition and scope. Since 

populism is a thin-centered ideology, it appears in combination with other ideologies and is 

also adapted to the surrounding contextual conditions. Although populism is attached to other 

ideologies and therefore does not appear in a uniformly pure form, certain characteristics are 

recurring and that makes it possible to distinguish it from other ideologies. According to 

Mudde and Kaltwasser (2012, pp. 8-10; 2013, pp. 149-151), populism can be defined based 

on three main concepts: The people, the elite, and the general will, where elitism and 

pluralism are to be regarded as direct opposites to the populist idea. Populism is based on the 

idea that society is divided into two groups, the pure people, and the corrupt elite, and where 

there is a struggle between these two groups where populist parties represent the people and 

thus defend the will of the people (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2012, pp. 8-10; 2013, pp. 149-151). 

 

1.2.3 Right-wing populism 

Right-wing populism differs from the more general version of populism, according to Wodak 

(2015, pp. 1-2), and she highlights several main features that characterize them as parties 

(Wodak, 2015, pp. 20-21). Right-wing populist parties claim to represent “The people”, which 

in this context is about a homogeneous group based on national affiliation. The rhetoric used 

is of an exclusionary nature where "We" (Western, Christians) are set against "Them" (Jews, 

Muslims, Roma). Their political style can vary because right-wing populists relate to different 

types of ideologies, which means that they also deviate from the traditional right-left scale. 
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The threat of globalization or the inability of mainstream parties to deal with problems such as 

the refugee or financial crisis unites right-wing populists rather than belonging to a right-wing 

or left-wing bloc. The characteristic of right-wing populist parties is also their diligent use of 

the media to reach out with their message, where a conscious creation of a cult around party 

leaders, among other things, has contributed to their success. Anti-intellectualism and 

advocacy of common sense, as well as using anti-Muslim rhetoric in which they claim to 

stand up for women's freedom in the face of the threat of Islamization, are also common 

expressions in right-wing populist circles. The political style and rhetoric of right-wing 

populist parties vary depending on whether they are in government or opposition. The reason 

for this is that they lack experience in government work, which means that their otherwise 

aggressive rhetoric is weakened when they hold a governing position (Wodak, 2015, pp. 20-

21). According to Wodak (2015, p. 1-2), a conscious use of a "policy of fear" in which a 

scapegoat in the form of ethnic, religious, or political minority is highlighted as a threat to us 

and our nation, and by supporting a form of "arrogance of ignorance" by advocating common 

sense and anti-intellectualism are characteristics that summarize right-wing populist parties’ 

political style. 

 

1.3 The disposition of the essay 

The introductory chapter of the essay introduces the chosen study area, the purpose, and the 

research questions of the study. An account over the ideological background and main 

features of the Sweden Democrats are also included in the introductory part. Then previous 

research is presented, where relevant research in the field and its main findings are 

highlighted. Thereafter the studies theoretical framework is presented based on Gidden's 

(2010) theory of globalization, Berger and Luckmann's (1966) theory of the social 

construction of reality with a focus on the definition and legitimization of social reality, the 

theory chapter ends with a discussion about the theoretical basis of critical discourse analysis 

based on Fairclough (1992; 2015). The method chapter contains an account of methodological 

assumptions, choice of method, choice, and processing of empirical material as well as 

research ethical aspects and reflections on the method used. After that the study's analysis and 

results are presented, followed by the discussion chapter where the study's results and 

conclusions are discussed. The essay ends with a list of the reference literature and an 

appendix. 
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2. Previous research 

In the following study, the Sweden Democrats' attitude and approach to climate change is in 

focus. According to the Sweden Democrats, they are a social conservative party with its 

foundation in nationalism ideology (Sverigedemokraternas principprogram, 2019). As 

mentioned before, previous studies show that the Sweden democrats are rather to be regarded 

as a (radical) right-wing populist party (Krzyzanowski, 2018, p. 99; Wodak, 2015, p. 2) or an 

ethno-nationalist and conservative party using populistic rhetoric (Hultman et al, 2020, pp. 

130-131). The Sweden Democrats ideological composition includes them in the far-right 

family as Forchtner (2019, p. 2) stresses that the far-right family is a heterogeneous collection 

of political parties, and he describes this specific group as a continuum that contains both 

radical-rights, extreme-right, and anti-democrats as well as populist and nationalist parties.  

This chapter begins with an account of the literature search and reflections on the literature 

review and its limitations, followed by an introduction to the field of research. Thereafter, the 

literature review is presented and it is divided into three sections: Nationalism, populism, and 

socio-cultural preferences. The chapter ends with a presentation of a recent study in which the 

Sweden Democrats' climate and environmental communication have been studied. 

 

2.1 Search procedure, reflections, and limitations 

When a literature review is to be made, a selection is necessary both in terms of subject 

orientation, but also in the choice of individual articles. In the search for relevant articles for 

this study, the following search string has been used: Far-right OR radical-right OR extreme-

right OR alt-right OR right-wing populism OR nationalism AND climate change OR global 

warming. Inclusion criteria used are: Peer-reviewed, Scholarly Journals, article, English 

language, and the period 2010-2021. The Sociological Abstract and Sociology Collection 

databases both yielded 44 hits each. The International Bibliography of the Social Sciences 

database yielded 47 hits. After a perusal, the literature search resulted in only five relevant 

articles. The bibliographies of found articles have therefore been reviewed to find more 

articles, which turned out to be a more successful method to use. Fifteen articles have finally 

been selected and thus form the basis of previous research. 

In the selection of articles for the literature review, only studies that are relevant to the 

Sweden Democrats' ideological composition, partly based on their statement but also based on 

Hultman et al. (2020, p. 122), Krzyzanowski, (2018, p. 99) and Wodak, (2015, p. 2) 
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definition, are included. The articles must also address climate change or global warming in 

some form. This means that studies that deal with mainstream parties' attitudes towards 

climate change or global warming and more extreme orientations, such as eco-fascism, are not 

included in the literature review.  

This study intends to try to find out what underlies the Sweden Democrats' actions concerning 

the Paris Agreement. The literature review is therefore divided into the areas of nationalism, 

populism, and socio-cultural preferences, to try to distinguish what is the basis for a certain 

position or perception. Since parties within the far-right group often consist of a combination 

of different ideological directions and ideas, it is not easy to make a division, which means 

that there is a certain overlap between the different areas. Whether it constitutes a limitation 

or not is difficult to say, but it is still important to be aware of it in the assessment of the study 

results.  

The studies included in the literature review are based on a Western context, but since the 

Sweden Democrats, who are in focus for this study, are also based on a Western context, this 

is not considered a problem for this study. In a broader perspective, however, it constitutes a 

limitation, and the result of the literature review is therefore not directly applicable to far-right 

parties or groups outside the Western context. 

 

2.2 Introduction to the field of research 

Studies show that there is a connection between political orientation and climate change 

denial where parties on the right generally show a higher degree of climate change denial than 

parties on the left (Forchtner, Kroneder, & Wetzel, 2018, p. 590; Krange, Kaltenborn & 

Hultman, 2019, p. 8; McCright, Dunlap & Marquart-Pyatt, 2016, p. 348). When it comes to 

parties within the far-right group, the pattern is more unclear. The far-right group shows great 

variation towards climate change according to previous studies. Some are outspoken climate 

change denials, some agree with climate change but oppose the idea of human impact while 

others agree with the anthropogenic view (Forchtner, 2019, p. 2; Gemenis et al., 2012, pp.14-

18; Timofejevs, 2020, pp. 10-11). The variation between the far-right parties' views on the 

environment and climate is linked to both the party's ideological composition and to 

contextual conditions based on the country in which they operate, such as culture and political 

system (Jylhä, Strimling, Rydgren, 2020, pp. 9-10). Concerning the Sweden Democrats, who 

are in focus for this study, previous studies show that the Sweden Democrats are not 
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convinced that climate change is due to human impact and, over time they have taken a more 

climate-change skeptical approach (Gemenis et al., 2012, p. 16; Hultman et al.. 2020, pp.130-

131). It also appears from a study that there is a larger proportion of climate change denials 

among the Sweden Democrats' supporters than among the Conservative Party (Moderates) 

and Social Democrats. Although Sweden Democrats supporters are more generally skeptical 

of climate change, it is not an issue that unites them, for them far more important appears to 

be an issue of immigration (Jylhä, Strimling, Rydgren, 2020, pp. 9-10). 

 

2.3 Literature review 

The intention of the following literature review is to, based on the Sweden Democrats' 

ideological composition, present previous research in which the various ideological 

foundations and their significance for their approach to climate change are highlighted. 

 

2.3.1 Nationalist ideology and its approach to climate change 

According to Forchtner and Kølvraa (2015, p. 199), there is an inconsistency concerning the 

environment at the local and global level within parties with a nationalist basis. There is a 

clear interest in preserving and caring for the nature of one's own country, but when it comes 

to taking care of the climate on a global level, the interest is much less. They stressed that the 

explanation for the inconsistency can be found in the nationalist ideology, where the idea of 

sovereignty is central and where global cooperation poses a threat to and contributes to 

undermining the very idea of the nation state's independence (Forchtner & Kølvraa, 2015, p. 

199). Conversi (2020, p. 629) agrees with Forchtner and Kølvraas' (2015, p. 199) reasoning 

and stressed that nationalism is about setting boundaries between countries, people, and 

groups instead of building bridges, which means that the ideology does not fit well with the 

global cooperation that is necessary to solve the problems of climate change. 

The lack of interest in global climate cooperation can be found in the foundations of 

nationalism (Conversi, 2020, pp. 627-629; Forchtner and Kølvraa, 2015, pp. 208-212). With a 

starting point in the nation and the people follows a natural interest in protecting its local 

environment, an environment which according to the ideology rightfully belongs to the 

nation's citizens and which can only be fully appreciated by its population. Nationalism has an 

emotional relationship to and romanticized view of nature, words such as beauty, harmony, 

and purity are used in the description of the land that constitutes the homeland (Hultman et 
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al., 2020, pp.129-130; Forchtner & Kølvraa, 2015, pp. 208-212). Sovereignty is highly 

valued, which means, among other things, a desire to be self-sufficient when it comes to food 

and energy. Even when it comes to the view of natural resources, there is a clear national 

focus where the country's natural resources only belong and should preferably be consumed 

by the country's population (Forchtner & Kølvraa, 2015, pp. 208-212). 

A central problem with global climate cooperation from a nationalist standpoint is the threat 

to national sovereignty. Nationalists believe that climate change is not primarily about 

scientific truths but rather is created based on political purposes where the elite and foreign 

power have a hidden agenda that is about limiting the political sovereignty of the nation-state 

and its population (Forchtner & Kølvraa, 2015, pp. 213-216; Forchtner et al., 2018, p. 601). 

The idea of not being part of a collective as a country is not only problematic in the fight 

against climate change but also creates problems for its nation. The environmental problems 

that follow climate change transcend national borders, and in that situation, sovereignty is not 

very helpful (Conversi, 2020, p. 633).  

The view of climate change varies within different nationalist groups, some question its 

existence while others doubt whether humans are the cause of them (Forchtner & Kølvraa, 

2015, pp. 213-216; Forchtner et al., 2018, p. 600). Despite skepticism about climate change 

and those who raise the issue, there is an interest in fossil-free energy in nationalism. 

However, the interest is not primarily based on reducing carbon dioxide emissions, but rather 

on a desire to be independent of other countries when it comes to energy supply. This means 

that there is an interest in, for example, nuclear power within nationalist groups, as it is a way 

of ensuring independence from other countries when it comes to the nation's energy supply 

(Forchtner & Kølvraa, 2015, pp. 213-216) or to gain respect in the international energy 

market (Hultman et al., 2020, pp.129-130). Forchtner and Kølvraa (2015, pp. 213-216) 

stressed that from a nationalist point of view, oil and gas producing countries can use their 

natural resources to control other states, and therefore it is important to be able to produce 

their energy within the country's borders and not be depending on importing oil and gas from 

the Middle East and Russia. 

Forchtner and Kølvraa (2015, pp. 216-218) highlight the dimensions of aesthetics, symbolism, 

and materialism as starting points in nationalism's approach to nature. In the light of 

globalization, they stressed that a symbolic/aesthetic view of the country as a sovereign state 

and its beautiful nature has been replaced by a symbolic/materialist view with a focus on 

sovereignty concerning natural resources and self-sufficiency. They conclude that when it 
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comes to climate change as a phenomenon, it is not the environmental problems per se, but 

the global aspect that is the problem for nationalist parties. Climate change is a global 

problem that requires global solutions, which means cooperation across national borders. This 

is in stark contrast to the idea of national sovereignty and therefore climate change is met with 

skepticism and denial by nationalist parties and non-party groups (Conversi, 2020, pp. 627-

629; Forchtner & Kølvraa, 2015, pp. 216-219; Forchtner et al., 2018, p. 601). 

 

2.3.2 Populism and its attitude to climate change 

Populism as an idea is characterized by a distrust of the elite or the establishment, where a 

constant struggle is going on in which the will of the people is set against the will of the elite 

(Hubert, 2020, p. 961; Lockwood, 2018, p. 2). According to Lockwood (2018, p. 1), there is a 

correlation between right-wing populist parties and climate change skepticism. In his study, 

he has investigated what is the cause of the correlation and based on two explanatory models, 

structural and ideological, it has been concluded that ideological domicile is the most likely 

explanation for climate change skepticism. Lockwood (2018, pp. 20-22) stressed that an 

explanation where structural change, where certain groups have been disadvantaged due to 

globalization and technological development, does not hold because there are climate change 

skeptics even among those who have benefited from this type of structural change. The 

ideological content of right-wing populist parties (nationalism, authoritarianism, and 

populism) is highlighted as a more convincing explanation for their skepticism about the 

existence of climate change. By constructing a worldview in which ordinary people are pitted 

against the corrupt elite, a mistrust of the existence of climate change is created because 

climate change is an agenda that is primarily driven by the elite (Lockwood, 2018, pp. 20-22; 

Forchtner et al., 2018, pp. 600-601). 

Huber (2020, pp. 975-977) is partly consistent with Lockwood's (2018, pp. 20-22) analysis, 

and stressed that there is an association between populist anti-establishment attitudes and 

skepticism towards climate change. Huber (2020, pp. 975-977) stressed, however, that it is 

important to separate populism from the ideology with which it is associated since populist 

attitudes exist within both right-wing and left-wing groups. He also points out that the 

representation of the people and the elite differs between right and left, which indicates a 

certain difference in correlation between populism and certain ideologies (Huber, 2020, pp. 

975-977). Lockwood (2018, p. 3) confirms this and stressed that left-wing populism is not 

generally associated with climate change skepticism. 
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Populism is an important and central part of the explanation for climate change skepticism 

and denial according to Huber (2020, pp. 975-977). Through a distrust of the 

elite/establishment also follows a distrust of the climate policy that the elite is behind, where 

climate change prevention is part of that agenda. By distinguishing populism as the strongest 

factor for climate change denial, an explanation is also offered for the skepticism directed at 

climate policy and climate agreements by certain individuals and parties (Huber, 2020, pp. 

975-977). The elite or establishment, from a populist point of view, consists of liberal 

cosmopolitans with a globalist agenda and it is against them that the little man's struggle is 

opposed. In light of this, it can be argued that it is not necessarily climate change itself that is 

the primary problem, but those that address the problem (Lockwood, 2018, pp. 15-17). 

Studies also show that there is a connection between populism and pseudoscientific beliefs 

and conspiracy theories, which is often associated with climate change denial (Jylhä & 

Hellmer, 2020, p. 329; Lockwood, 2018, p. 21). 

 

2.3.3 The impact of socio-cultural preferences on climate change attitudes 

Populist anti-establishment attitudes are highlighted by Huber (2020, pp. 975-977) as a central 

part of the explanation for climate change denial. It also appears in Jylhä and Hellmer's (2020, 

pp. 328-329) study that there is a correlation between anti-establishment attitudes and climate 

change denial. However, their study results show that the correlation between anti-

establishment attitudes and climate change denial disappears when they also tested for the 

variables anti-egalitarianism and exclusionism, which means preferences for inequality and 

exclusion of certain groups from taking part in economic and social rights and privileges. 

They argue that anti-establishment attitudes per se are not the basis for climate change denial, 

but that populist right-wing parties use populist rhetoric to market and justify their position on 

climate change (Jylhä & Hellmers, 2020, pp 328-329). There is support for Jylhä and 

Hellmers ' (2020, pp. 328-329) reasoning in Hultman et al. (2020, pp. 130-131) study where 

the Sweden Democrats' rhetoric concerning the environment and climate has been analyzed 

and where it appears that they use anti-establishment rhetoric to express its views on climate 

change. 

Clark et al. (2018, p. 356) argue that mainstream right-wing parties' denial of climate change 

is based on a conventional view of norms, values, and societal power relations as well as 

socio-economic factors where climate change mitigation poses a threat to the prevailing world 

order. When it comes to right-wing populist parties, the explanatory model differs a bit. Jylhä 
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and Hellmer (2020, p. 320) have examined climate change denial in right-wing populist 

parties and its connection with social dominance orientation (SDO) and right-wing 

authoritarianism (RWA). Social dominance orientation (SDO) stands for inter-group hierarch 

and inequality (anti-egalitarianism) and right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) for 

conventionalism, authoritarian submission, and aggression. The results show that social 

dominance orientation is the strongest indicator of climate change denial among right-wing 

populist groups. One explanation for this is that measures aimed at reducing climate impact 

pose a threat to existing societal structures, such as group-based inequality and the exclusion 

of certain groups from taking part in economic and social rights and privileges. By denying 

the existence of climate change and thereby opposing necessary measures, the existing 

societal structures that are preferred are maintained (Jylhä & Hellmers, 2020, pp. 328-329). In 

other words, the purpose of mainstream right-wing parties 'climate change denial is about 

defending traditional norms, values, and structures (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 356) while the 

purpose of right-wing populist parties' climate change denial is about maintaining the 

inequality between different groups, where xenophobia and anti-feminism are common 

expressions of that type of group-based inequality (Jylhä & Hellmers, 2020, pp. 328-329). 

It also appears from Jylhä et al. (2020, pp. 9-10) study that socio-cultural preferences are 

important for right-wing populist supporters' attitudes towards climate change. The results 

show that exclusionary socio-cultural attitudes and distrust of institutions are stronger 

indicators of climate change denial among right-wing populists than party affiliation, where 

anti-feminism stands out as the strongest indicator of climate change denial. They argue that 

party affiliation does not predict climate change denial, but it is the socio-cultural preferences 

that form the basis for the choice of political orientation that does (Jylhä et al., 2020, pp. 9-

10). 

 

2.3.4 Summary 

For far-right parties and groups with an emphasis on nationalism, it is primarily the threat to 

the nation's sovereignty and the demand for global cooperation that constitutes the foundation 

for the view of and action concerning climate change. With a more populist agenda, it is 

mistrust of the establishment, where climate policy and climate agreements are seen as elite 

projects that form the basis for the view of climate change. Regarding socio-cultural 

preferences, it is mainly the threat to the existing societal order, where group-based inequality 
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and inter-group hierarchy is the norm, that contributes to the denial of climate change among 

far-right parties and groups. 

 

2.4 The Sweden Democrats and climate change 

In the search for previous research in my chosen field of study, I have only found and taken 

part in one study where the Sweden Democrats' climate and environmental policy have been 

in focus. I have therefore chosen to present this study separately because the result is 

important for my thesis and it also touches on my chosen field of study, which makes it 

necessary for me to discuss it in more detail. Hultman et al (2020, p. 122) have in their study 

examined climate and environmental communication in Swedish politics during the period 

2014-2017, with a special focus on the Sweden Democrats climate change denial. The method 

used is a combination of actor-network and discursive methodology. This means it is not only 

the language that has been studied but also the people behind the communicated message and 

their network that have been examined too. The analyzed text material consists of both 

political documents and debate articles published in Swedish newspapers and in the Sweden 

Democrats' newspapers SD-Kuriren and Samtiden, tweets by leading Sweden Democrats in 

connection with selected articles are also included in the analysis (Hultman et al, 2020, p. 

122). 

The results of the study show that the Sweden Democrats' denial of climate change began to 

be formulated more clearly when they entered the Parliament in 2010 and their choice to vote 

against the ratification of the Paris Agreement 2016 can be seen as a completion of their 

establishment as climate deniers (Hultman et al, 2020, p. 124). Through close contact with 

established climate change deniers within, for example, the Stockholm Initiative and by 

questioning the existence of global warming, there is no doubt about how the Sweden 

Democrats relate to climate change according to Hultman et al (2020, p. 124). 

According to Hultman et al (2020, pp. 125-127), the Sweden Democrats use anti-

establishment rhetoric when communicating their position on climate change. For example, 

they market themselves as the party that stands on the side of the people in the fight against 

the false and corrupt elite. According to the Sweden Democrats, climate change is an 

invention of the elite with the aim of controlling people and forcing a communist economic 

system on them. Another rhetorical approach that the Sweden Democrats use is to cast doubt 
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on the accuracy of climate research by questioning calculations and forecasts (Hultman et al, 

2020, pp. 125-127). 

Hultman et al (2020, pp. 128-130) stress that the Sweden Democrats' denial of climate change 

is based on their ideological composition. The majority of the Sweden Democrats' 

sympathizers are white conservative men with their livelihoods in the industrial sector. Since 

their prosperity is based on the exploitation of nature, acknowledging the existence of climate 

change is both a threat to their lifestyle and, also a clarification that their lifestyle is the cause 

of it. In other words, they have a lot to gain by denying that climate change exists. From a 

nationalistic point of view, the denial of climate change is also a logical consequence. Based 

on the nation, the Sweden Democrats stress that climate work is best handled within the 

nation's borders. When it comes to climate and environmental measures, Sweden is best in 

class according to the Sweden Democrats, which means that Sweden does not have to 

participate in global climate cooperation. Sweden as a nation has already done enough even if 

the Swedish lifestyle requires 4.2 globes which is not to be considered sustainable, but 

according to the Sweden Democrats, it is good enough. Hultman et al (2020, pp. 128-130) 

stress that with this approach it becomes clear that the Sweden Democrats do not take climate 

change seriously or even acknowledge that they exist. The conclusion drawn by Hultman et al 

(2020) is that: “The climate change denial of Sweden Democrats´ is a combination of anti-

establishment rhetoric, marketing of science doubts, industrial/breadwinner enactment as well 

as ethno-nationalism.” (p. 130). 

Hultman et al (2020, p. 125) mention briefly that there is some support for the assumption that 

anti-establishment rhetoric, which far-right groups in Sweden use, is based on xenophobia and 

anti-minority attitudes where the purpose is to defend existing power relations. They further 

say that they would not be surprised if far-right groups also use a similar strategy when it 

comes to denying climate change. However, they do not develop this further, and these ideas 

do not seem to be part of their analysis either. I intend to pick up and build on the loose thread 

that Hultman et al (2020, p. 125) study leaves. Therefore, the focus in the following study is 

directed at the power relations that are constitutive of the Sweden Democrats' approach to 

climate change. 
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3. Theoretical framework 

Power relations and their significance for the definition and legitimization of social realities 

are central areas in the following study where the purpose is to understand and/or explain the 

Sweden Democrats' position on the issue of climate change, and to make visible what 

underlies their choice not to support the ratification of the Paris Agreement. The chosen 

theoretical framework intends to shed light on the function and significance of power relations 

from several different perspectives. This to enable an understanding of and an explanation for 

the Sweden Democrats' attitude and action to climate change. 

The chapter begins with a review of the theoretical basis of critical discourse analysis (CDA) 

based on Fairclough (1992 & 2015). CDA is particularly suited to uncovering veiled power 

relations and it serves as both theory and method in this study. Then follow a discussion of 

relevant parts of Gidden's (2010) theory of globalization and the shift in power that follows in 

its footsteps. Thereafter parts of Berger and Luckmann's (1966) theory, the social construction 

of reality, are presented with a focus on defining and legitimizing social realities where the 

power aspect is of central importance. The chapter concludes with a brief description of the 

theories' function as the study's theoretical platform.  

 

3.1 Critical discourse analysis as theory 

Language use is in focus for the critical discourse analysis (CDA), where the spoken and 

written language constitute the discourse itself. Verbal communication also includes facial 

expressions, gestures, postures, and movements, and Fairclough (2015, pp. 59-60) uses the 

term visuals when he refers to that kind of non-verbal language use. To fully understand the 

meaning of a verbally communicated message, visuals must be included in the analysis, 

according to Fairclough (2015, pp. 59-60), because they also contribute to the discourse itself. 

He also highlights the importance of images and films for understanding the written and 

spoken message and the importance of including these in the analysis (Fairclough, 2015, pp. 

59-60). According to Fairclough (1992, pp. 62-64), language use is to be regarded as a social 

practice rather than as an individual activity. He further stresses that there is a dialectical 

relationship between discourses and social structures, but also between social practices and 

social structures. Fairclough (1992, pp. 62-64) emphasizes that discourses are shaped and 

constrained by social structures at the same time as social structures are both constitutive of 

and an effect of social practices. According to Fairclough (1992), "Discourse is a practice not 
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just of representing the world, but of signifying the world, constituting and constructing the 

world in meaning." (p. 64). 

According to Fairclough (2015, pp. 6-7), the purpose and driving force behind the CDA are to 

enable a change in the existing society to some extent. For this to be possible, knowledge of 

different discourses and their relationship to society is needed, to understand whether a 

change is possible and in what way in such a case. The CDA offers an opportunity to 

critically examine and at the same time explain how the discourses contribute to and operate 

in the existing society and how they can contribute to social change. Fairclough (2015, pp. 6-

7) stresses that what distinguishes the CDA from other critically oriented social research is its 

focus on critically examining and explaining how discourses and social phenomena, such as 

power relations, ideologies, and social institutions, relate to each other. He emphasizes that 

the CDA is not just a critical examination of discourses, but it is also a critical examination of 

the existing social reality based on discourses because they are an integrated part of the social 

reality. Fairclough (2015, pp. 6-7) emphasizes that the critical aspect of CDA is about asking 

oneself why the discourse is constructed in this way and since the “critical” is so important for 

the whole paradigm a clear definition is therefore necessary.  

In Fairclough's (1992, p. 67) discussion of the importance of discourses for social change, he 

focuses on discourses in the form of political and ideological practices. He stresses that the 

purpose of political discourses/practices is to establish, maintain and change power relations 

between different groups. The purpose of ideological discourses/practices is, based on 

different positions of power, to constitute, normalize, preserve, and change the definition of 

social reality. Political and ideological practices are interdependent, where the political 

practice is to be regarded as superordinate. The ideological practice according to Fairclough 

(1992, p. 67) can be regarded as a dimension of the exercise of power and in this way, the 

ideology also acquires its significance via the power relations. 

Fairclough (2015, pp. 26-28) stresses that power relations define the existing social order, 

power relations are therefore of particular interest to the CDA. The critical aspect within CDA 

is about explaining, where the focus is on different discourses and how they relate to society 

at large. Since power defines social reality, discourses, and their connection to power relations 

at various levels are important to the CDA, especially power relations at the highest level are 

crucial. Fairclough (2015, pp. 26-28) highlights power relations between people and groups 

with economic, political, social, and cultural power as constitutive of the social order. He 

stresses that power relations at the highest level can be experienced by the individual as 
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distant but emphasizes that these power relations affect every aspect of social life (Fairclough, 

2015, pp. 26-28). According to Fairclough (2015, p. 239), globalization as a social reality 

means that the primary order of power is based on a global and not a national context. He 

argues that if power relations in contemporary capitalist society and their negative effects, 

such as poverty, inequality, the rise of nationalism, and the exploitation of natural resources, 

are to be fully understood, the global aspect must be included in the study of social relations, 

structures, and processes (Fairclough, 2015, p. 239).  

As previously mentioned, the purpose of the CDA, according to Fairclough (2015, pp. 26-28), 

is to enable a change in social reality. Trying to understand and explain the connection 

between power relations at different levels and how these affects and are affected by different 

discourses is therefore crucial if social change is to be possible. Fairclough (2015, pp. 26-28) 

points out that he does not try to reduce power in general to just being about power at the 

highest level, he stresses that power relations at all levels are important to analyze. What he 

wants to highlight is that in analyzes of discourses within, for example, institutions, there is a 

tendency to disregard power relations at the highest level. According to Fairclough (2015, pp. 

26-28), it is important to see and understand societal structures and functions as a whole if a 

societal change is to be possible. 

 

3.2 Globalization, a new social reality 

Giddens (2010, pp. 24-25) stresses that the meaning of the term globalization is not always 

clearly formulated. Its sometimes, imprecise meaning can, according to him, be explained 

based on the concept's increased popularity and use since the 2000s. In a broad sense, the 

concept of globalization refers to the fact that we live in a single common world (Giddens, 

2010, pp. 24-25). According to Giddens (2010, pp 26-29), globalization is primarily evident 

in the world economy, where financial and capital flows linked to electronic capital are a clear 

effect of globalization's blurring of national borders. Globalization is not only a new 

phenomenon but it is also revolutionary and it affects not only the economy but also areas 

such as politics, culture, and technological development that are affected by the growth of 

globalization. It is not only the large systems that are affected by globalization but also the 

personal and private parts of life, where the view of the family and the position of women are 

examples of areas where a change is visible. Globalization is a mixture of different processes 

at different levels with a partly contradictory nature. It is not just a matter of shifting power 
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from the local to the global level, but globalization also entails new demands on the local 

community that can sometimes be difficult to manage within the local context. The 

diminishing power of the nation-state, because of increased globalization, has contributed to 

the growth of local nationalism, but also to the creation of new economic and cultural zones 

across national borders. The Barcelona region of Catalonia is an example of an area that is 

more integrated with the EU than some other areas in Spain are (Giddens, 2010, pp. 26-29). 

Globalization is ambiguous, the fall of Soviet communism can be seen as a positive effect of 

globalization, while countries outside Europe and North America may experience it as a new 

form of colonization. Globalization can be seen as a project driven by the industrialized 

countries where the effect is to widen the gaps between poor and rich nations. Giddens (2010, 

pp. 30-31) argues, however, that globalization can only to a certain extent be regarded as a 

form of Western dominance, with increased decentralization, the effects of globalization will 

also be noticeable in the Western world. There is no simple answer to whether globalization is 

to be regarded as positive or negative, it is rather about which perspective or area is meant, 

free trade can for example be both positive and negative depending on the size of the nation 

(Giddens, 2010, pp. 30-31) 

Giddens (2010, pp. 32-33) stresses that the debate has mostly been about the impact of 

globalization on the nation-state. According to him, the nation-state and its leaders are still 

relevant, but in a different form, which means that the nation must renegotiate its identity in 

relation to the new prevailing geopolitical situation. It is no longer about dealing with 

enemies, but the nation is facing new types of dangers and risks. What has been known before 

is changing, only the outer contour remains. Giddens (2010, pp. 32-33) describes this as shell 

institutions and believes that in step with globalization, the content of the institutions is no 

longer relevant and can no longer cope with the tasks they are expected to perform. A new 

global cosmopolitan society is under construction, but no one knows what that society will 

look like, which can create a feeling of powerlessness and insecurity. Giddens (2010, pp. 32-

33) stresses that the powerlessness is a result of the inability of current institutions to manage 

the new situation rather than of the failure of humanity. Globalization as social order is the 

reality we are in, a fundamental change of current institutions is therefore necessary if we are 

to be able to meet the challenges that the new world order presents us with (Giddens, 2010, 

pp. 32-33). 
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3.3 Definition and legitimization of social realities 

According to Berger and Luckmann (1966, pp. 136-138), social realities are to be regarded as 

historical products constructed by human activities, which means that it is in its nature to be 

changeable. They believe that the changing nature of social realities is a sociological fact that 

is often overlooked as interest is often directed towards the processes that contribute to 

preserving and reproducing the existing social order. Since social realities is both changeable 

and reproductive at the same time, problems can arise when, for example, traditional and 

well-established institutions meet a new reality. The institutions then risk losing their 

relevance and attempts at legitimization are made to preserve the institutions that, by 

outsiders, are perceived as problematic because they no longer have a given function. The 

legitimization of the institution's continued existence is usually about it being considered to 

have legitimacy based on the reality that is being advocated, rather than having an actual 

function in the current existing reality. The legitimization of outdated institutions leads to a 

social conflict where the dispute is about which definition of reality should be considered 

valid. When the conflict is about practical utility, it often results in alternative definitions of 

reality arising and the conflict is thus resolved (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, pp. 136-138). 

In situations where the conflict over the definition of realities is at a theoretical level and thus 

cannot be resolved based on its practical relevance, as in the example above, other methods 

are required to achieve legitimacy. Berger and Luckmann (1966, pp. 140-141) stress that 

theoretical arguments are not as successful as practically based arguments, which means that 

executive measures are sometimes used to gain a hearing for the current definition. Using 

force to legitimize a proposed definition of reality does not necessarily mean that it becomes 

less convincing than the definitions that are accepted voluntarily. If it turns out that the 

power-legitimate definition of reality works, it is taken for granted and thus constitutes the 

norm, and its validity is based on social support instead of on practical relevance. Conflicting 

social interests underlie the controversy over which definition of reality should be valid, and 

whether the definition is accepted voluntarily or implemented through government, the 

outcome will be beneficial to some groups and less favourable to others (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966, pp. 140-141). 

When a clearly formulated interest in power and a specific definition of reality are linked, it is 

to be regarded as an ideology according to Berger and Luckmann (1966, pp. 144-148). The 

characteristic of ideologies is that, based on the same reality, they make different 

interpretations of it based on societal position and self-interest. A group's ideological 



 

 

21 

 

conviction is not always logically based, as there are usually elements within an ideology that 

is not always to the advantage of those who have adopted it. The result is that proponents of 

the ideology not only legitimize the parts that correspond to their beliefs, but they also 

legitimize a definition of reality that to some extent may be unfavourable to them based on 

their position in society. Modern society is often pluralistic, which means that different 

ideologies and thus different definitions of realities exist in parallel with each other. The 

conflict regarding the legitimization of a specific definition of reality in a pluralistic society is 

therefore somewhat toned down because that type of society is based on cooperation rather 

than on conflict. A pluralistic society is also conducive to social change because both 

skeptical and innovative ways of thinking are given space within that form of social structure. 

However, there will always be groups that advocate traditional definitions of realities and that 

oppose all forms of social change. These are found mainly in more totalitarian structures, but 

they can also occur in societies of a pluralistic nature. Berger and Luckmann (1966, pp. 144-

148) point out that all definitions of realities and the legitimization of these are the results of 

human action, which means that their empirical anchoring and relevance presupposes human 

activity. 

 

3.4 The theoretical platform of the study 

The selected theories have different functions in the study and as mentioned at the beginning 

of the chapter, the purpose is to shed light on power relations from different perspectives. 

CDA as a theory lays the foundation for the study's epistemological starting point and enables 

the acquisition of knowledge that is of interest. Gidden's (2010) theory of globalization 

constitutes the social context and, Berger and Luckmann's (1966) theory, the social 

construction of reality, with a focus on defining and legitimizing social realities serves as an 

explanatory model with the aim of understanding and explain the Sweden Democrats acting 

concerning the Paris Agreement.  

The selected theories present several similarities, for example, Gidden's concept of 

globalization can be linked to Berger and Luckmann's discussion of a pluralistic society. 

Fairclough's concept of discourse can be related to Berger and Luckmann's definition of 

ideologies, and processes of legitimization can be linked to Gidden's description of shell 

institutions and the preservation of the power of the nation-states. Also, Gidden's discussion 

of globalization as social change in the form of a transfer of power and Berger and 
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Luckmann's description of a pluralistic society and its conditions for social change can be 

related to Fairclough's discussion about social change as a driving force behind the CDA. The 

various points of contact in the theories, where power relations are of central importance, 

form a coherent whole and together they constitute the theoretical platform of the study. 
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4. Method 

Based on the Sweden Democrats 'climate and environmental policy, the following study 

intends to try to clarify the Sweden Democrats' position on the issue of climate change, and to 

make visible what underlies their actions concerning the ratification of the Paris Agreement. 

To enable this, several choices and decisions must be made that are crucial to the entire 

investigation process. An account of these is presented below. 

The chapter begins with an account of the methodological assumptions that form the 

foundation of the study, then the choice of method is discussed. The empirical material of the 

study is then presented, followed by a review of material processing and the analysis 

procedure. Thereafter, research ethics and the quality and credibility of the study are 

discussed. The chapter concludes with some reflections on the method used, where the 

implementation of the study and the pros and cons are discussed. 

 

4.1 Methodological assumptions  

The Sweden Democrats' climate and environmental policy are the starting point for this study, 

where their attitude and approach to climate change is of particular interest. I agree with 

constructivism in the sense that the perception of reality is a construction based on individual 

and social characteristics (Moses & Knutsen, 2012, pp 9-12). However, I mean that there is an 

objective reality out there and that climate change is to be regarded as an objective reality, 

where different perceptions and truths about its existence and what caused it are 

interpretations of that reality. The Sweden Democrats' climate policy, based on their 

ideological assumptions, can therefore be regarded as their perception and interpretation of 

the objective reality that climate change constitutes. The above assumptions thus constitute 

the ontological starting point of the study. 

Fischer (2003) states that: “Politics is about social meaning.” (p. 55). He stresses that 

ideological positions and moral assumptions constitute the social meaning that underlies 

political discourses, which means that political proposals and/or claims both reflect and 

reinforce an ideology or reality (Fischer, 2003, p. 56). Based on Fairclough (1992, pp. 86-91), 

Fischer (2003, p. 77) argues that political discourses are not the same as ideologies, but they 

intersect with each other, where the words within the discourse acquire their meaning via 

ideologies. Within the discursive practice, ideologies construct social reality and thus also the 

existing power relations (Fischer, 2003, p. 77). Berger and Luckmann (1966, pp. 144-148), on 
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the other hand, describe ideologies as an interest of power linked to specific definitions of 

reality. Considering the above, it can be assumed that the social reality that the Sweden 

Democrats define through their climate and environmental policy and thus also defend and 

legitimize through its content is about power. The choice not to sign the ratification of the 

Paris Agreement can therefore be seen as an attempt to exercise power. By opposing global 

climate cooperation, the Sweden Democrats oppose both a shift of power from the national to 

the global level and a change in existing power relations. 

Based on the study's methodological assumptions, I argue that by examining the Sweden 

Democrats' political approach to climate and environment, underlying power relations can be 

exposed, which helps to make visible the vision of social reality that Sweden Democrats 

construct and want to maintain and which they thereby defend through their climate and 

environmental policy communicated by populist anti-establishment rhetoric. In other words, 

power relations are the focus of this study and are thus also the study's epistemological 

starting point. By using the CDA as a method, which is discussed in more detail in the section 

that follows, knowledge of power relations and its significance for attitudes to and acting on 

issues concerning climate change is possible to achieve. 

 

4.2 Critical discourse analysis as a method 

This study intends to make visible the foundation for the Sweden Democrats' approach to and 

action concerning climate change. By analyzing political documents produced by the Sweden 

Democrats such as party programs, election manifestos, submitted proposals, and motions, the 

purpose is to expose the existing societal power relations that the Sweden Democrats want to 

maintain and which they try to defend through their climate and environmental policy. Wodak 

(1996) states that: "Critical discourse analysis is an instrument whose purpose is precisely to 

expose veiled power structures." (p. 16). Based on the above, critical discourse analysis 

(CDA) appears to be a suitable analysis method for this study. The Sweden Democrats' 

actions concerning the climate issue and the Paris Agreement consist of several different 

dimensions, to understand their actions a multidimensional analysis method is needed. 

Fairclough (1992, pp. 72-73) describes the CDA as a three-dimensions conception of 

discourse, the assessment is therefore made that CDA as a method fits the purpose of the 

study.   
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The first dimension in Fairclough's (1992, p. 75) three-dimensional conception of discourse is 

the text, where a linguistic analysis of the text is made initially. He divides the linguistic 

analysis into four areas. Vocabulary, which is about looking at the use of individual words, 

grammar is about how these words are combined into sentences, cohesion focus on 

examining how the sentences are connected and text structure aims at how the text is 

organized in its entirety (Fairclough, 1992 p.75).  

The second dimension is the discursive practice, which is a dimension of analysis that focuses 

on different processes concerning the text's production, distribution, and consumption 

(Fairclough, 1992 p. 78). Areas such as the force of utterance, coherence, and intertextuality 

are important for analysing the discursive practice according to Fairclough (1992, p. 75). This 

part of the analysis aims to find out the intention of the text. Is the purpose, for example, to 

convince, inform or intimidate those who take part in the content of the text. It is also of 

interest to examine the context in which the text is published, for example, whether it is a 

newspaper article or an election manifesto, and finally, it is important to analyse the text in 

relation to other similar texts within the same field (Fairclough, 1992, p. 75). 

The third dimension of the analysis is the social practice, which places the discourse in a 

wider social context. It is at this stage of analysis that the critical aspect concerning power and 

ideology is made possible. By placing the analyzed text in a social context and relating its 

discursive practice to other discursive practices, different types of power relations are made 

visible (Fairclough, 1992, pp. 86-96).  

Another possible method for the following study would have been framing analysis, which is 

an analysis method where individuals' understanding of the world around them is in focus. 

Framing is a meaning-creating and interpretive process in which individuals, based on 

different frames, perceive, locate, and identify situations and events in their surrounding 

world based on their perceptions and previous experiences (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 614). 

Framing is a natural part of how individuals, unconsciously or consciously with the help of 

different frames, reinforce or opt-out of certain parts of an event or situation, to adapt the 

conveyed message to their convictions (Kuypers, 2009, p. 300-301). By using framing as an 

analysis method, the Sweden Democrats' view of the possible existence, cause, and effect of 

climate change could have been uncovered. But since the purpose is to uncover the underlying 

power relations that are constitutive of the Sweden Democrats' perception of and acting 

concerning climate change, CDA emerged as a more appropriate analysis method for this 

study and framing analysis as method was therefore not chosen. 
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4.3 Empirical material 

The empirical material consists of eight different political documents concerning climate, 

environment, and energy produced by the Sweden Democrats during the period 2018-2021. 

The choice of the period is based on the fact that Hultman et al (2020) in their study have 

already analyzed political documents from the period 2014-2017. Further analysis of the same 

document was deemed unnecessary, so the period 2018-2021 was therefore chosen. Party 

program, election manifestos, budget proposals, motions, and reports constitute the corpus of 

materials for analysis. Principle program, election platforms, and election manifesto have 

been downloaded from the Sweden Democrats' website, motions, reports, and budget 

proposals have been downloaded from the Government (Riksdagen) website. Only those parts 

of the texts that deal with the Sweden Democrats' climate, environment or energy policy will 

be included in the analysis. This means that some documents will be analyzed in full, while 

others only in part. The number of pages varies depending on the type of document, but the 

total number of pages included in the analysis consists of about 40 pages of text. The 

language of the analyzed material is Swedish, which means that the original text has been 

translated into English. The translation is made to be as close to the original source as 

possible, however, there is always a risk that certain linguistic nuances are toned down or 

reinforced, which should be considered during reading. 

The focus of this study is the Sweden Democrats' attitude and approach to climate change. 

The choice of the empirical material has therefore been made based on its relevance to the 

purpose of the study and its ability to answer the research questions. This type of selection 

procedure is to be regarded as a subjective selection, according to Denscombe (2009, pp. 37-

38) since the material has been hand-picked regarding the study area. The Sweden Democrats' 

climate policy is of particular interest to the study, but since the environment and energy 

policy also affect the climate, texts that deal with these areas have also been included in the 

analysis material.  

 

4.4 Processing of materials and analysis procedure 

To ensure a systematic analysis procedure of the study's empirical material, an analysis guide 

has been designed based on Fairclough's (1992, pp.72-73) three-dimensional conception of 

discourse (for a more detailed description see section 4.2) and on Fairclough's (2015, pp. 128 
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-153) review of analysis procedure of CDA with focus on language and power. The analysis 

guide is available in Appendix 1. 

The empirical material has been read through several times, to get an overall idea of text 

construction and structure. After that, close reading was done with a focus on the text's 

content and message. The close reading resulted in three themes emerging, Ambiguity and 

ambivalence concerning climate change, Swedish interests first, and Technical innovations as 

a solution. The above themes have been analysed separately based on the analysis model's 

first two dimensions, text, and discursive practice. 

In the textual analysis, the linguistic meaning of selected words and sentences has been 

examined based on the three concept areas experiential values, relational values, and 

modality. Experiential values examine how social reality is represented in the text via the 

sender's word choice and sentence structure, based on his knowledge and/or conviction of a 

phenomenon. Here the use of rewording, overwording, and synonyms is of particular interest. 

Relational values refer to how social relations are represented in the text, here the focus is on 

euphemistic expressions and the use of formal or informal words (Fairclough, 2015, pp. 130-

135). Modality is about the sender's authority based on two different dimensions, relational 

modality examines authority in relation to others while expressive modality looks at authority 

in relation to the evaluation of truth or degree of truth in the representation of reality 

(Fairclough, 2015, p. 142). 

In the next step of the analysis, discursive practice, the intertextuality of the text has been 

examined to see whether the text's discourse builds on similar discourses in related areas or 

whether it stands on its own as a more autonomous discourse (Fairclough, 2015, pp. 164-166). 

In this case, the results from the text analysis have been placed in relation to previous research 

regarding climate change and far-right groupings. This is to see if, and in what way, the 

Sweden Democrats' climate change discourse adheres to and builds on already established 

discourses or deviates from active discourses in the area. 

In the last step of the analysis, social practice, the discourse has been placed in a broader 

social context outside the discourse to uncover underlying power relations. In this study, 

Gidden's (2010) theory of globalization constitutes the social context in which the Sweden 

Democrats' climate change discourse is placed. Power relations define social reality and by 

relating the discourse to society at large, these can be uncovered (Fairclough, 2015, pp. 26-

28).  
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Finally, the results of the above analysis procedure have been analysed from the perspective 

of the legitimizing of social reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1966), where the purpose is to try to 

understand and explain the Sweden Democrats' actions concerning the Paris Agreement. 

 

4.5 Research ethics, quality, and credibility 

Political documents available to the public constitute the empirical material of the study. An 

ethical approach concerning material and its author(s), in the form of confidentiality, 

anonymity, and integrity, therefore, does not need to be taken. However, there are other 

research ethics principles regarding the quality and credibility of the study that must be 

considered, which will be discussed in this section. 

Fairclough (1992, pp. 62-64) stresses that language constitutes the discourse itself, language, 

both the spoken and the written, is therefore of central importance to the CDA and thus 

constitutes the foundation of the analysis. The text analytical approach used in the CDA is 

based on the language analytical tradition, which means that the textual analysis is based on 

systematics, with a focus on the linguistic meaning and significance of words and sentences 

(Fairclough, 1992, p. 72). Even if the approach and use of analysis concepts are done 

systematically, there is always an element of subjective interpretation when it comes to the 

analysis of text, which has consequences for intersubjectivity and thus also for the reliability 

of the result (Bergström & Boréus, 2012, pp. 405-407). To ensure the reliability of the 

following study, an analysis guide has been designed, to enable a systematic analysis of the 

text and thereby create conditions for a reliable result. To further create the conditions for 

good reliability, an account has also been made of the survey's various steps, where the choice 

and processing of the study's empirical material as well as the analysis procedure's various 

steps and choice of analytical concepts are clearly described. Bergström and Boréus (2012, 

pp. 405-407) stress that an accurate account of the selection and analysis process enables good 

intersubjectivity and thus creates conditions for others to replicate the study and achieve the 

same result, which is favorable for the study's reliability. 

Validity is partly about the relevance of the empirical material for the study's research 

questions (Denscombe, 2009, p. 378), and partly about the validity of the results concerning 

the analyzed material (Bergström & Boréus, 2012, pp. 405-407). In the following study, the 

research questions deal with the Sweden Democrats' attitude and approach to climate change. 

Since the analyzed material consists of political documents concerning the Sweden 
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Democrats' climate and environmental policy, the empirical material is considered relevant. 

As mentioned above, when it comes to the analysis of text, it is not possible to completely 

free oneself from subjective interpretations because the researcher's choice and position affect 

the entire work process. Bergström and Boréus (2012, pp. 405-407) stress that using, for 

example, quotations in the results report, ensures the transparency of the study and thus 

creates the conditions for good validity. In the following study, therefore, interpretations and 

reasoning have, as far as possible, been confirmed with the help of quotations, to ensure 

transparency by offering the reader the opportunity to assess the accuracy of the results 

themselves. However, it is not possible to substantiate all interpretations and reasoning, but 

then there is the possibility to go to the source because they are available for the public. 

 

4.6 Reflections on the used method 

CDA has been used as a method in this study. The choice of method is based on the purpose 

of the study where underlying power relations have been of particular interest, CDA was 

therefore judged to be a suitable method because the main purpose of CDA is to make hidden 

power structures visible (Wodak, 1996, p. 16). With the help of the chosen method, the power 

relations that form the basis for and constitute the Sweden Democrats' climate and 

environmental policy and thus also their definition of social reality have been made visible 

and the method is thus judged to have fulfilled the purpose of the study well. 

Political documents written by the Sweden Democrats constituted the empirical material of 

the study. The choice of political texts was made on the assumption that populist rhetoric is 

less prevalent in that type of text in comparison with, for example, debate articles. The 

intention with the chosen empirical material was that a more stripped-down language would 

facilitate the search for underlying power relations. The analysis process has made it clear that 

the above assumptions have been correct, both in terms of the existence of populist rhetoric 

and the conditions for uncovering underlying power relations. The scope of the analyzed 

material amounted to 40 pages of text concerning the Sweden Democrats' climate, 

environment, and energy policy. More extensive material is always desirable because it 

allows for a more nuanced picture of the studied phenomenon. However, the scope of the 

analyzed material is considered sufficient because the study's research questions have been 

answered and thus the purpose of the study has also been fulfilled. 
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Studies with a qualitative approach are often fraught with problems concerning the 

generalizability of the results, which is based, among other things, on the scope of the 

empirical material. Problems with generalizability of course also apply to this study, but the 

advantage of a qualitative approach is that it allows for a more in-depth analysis of the 

material, which has been necessary in the following cases. Since generalizability is not 

compatible with the quantitative approach, the concept of transferability is used instead, in 

qualitative research, in the assessment of the relevance of the results for similar cases. A 

transparent account of all the steps and positions of the survey process is therefore of the 

utmost importance if the transferability of the results is to be determined (Denscombe, 2009, 

pp. 382-383). In the following study, the ambition has therefore been to, with a transparent 

approach throughout the entire research process, create conditions for assessing the 

transferability of the results. 
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5. Analysis and results 

The intention of this study has been to uncover the power relations that constitute the Sweden 

Democrats 'definition of social reality, the purpose was to try to clarify the Sweden 

Democrats' position on the issue of climate change, and to make visible what underlies their 

actions concerning the ratification of the Paris Agreement. To enable this, a CDA has been 

made and the results of the analysis will be presented in the following chapter. 

The introductory section presents the results from the analysis model's first two dimensions 

based on the study's first question. Then the study's second question is answered by discussing 

the result from the analysis model's third dimension with Giddens' (2010) theory of 

globalization. Finally, the study's third question is answered by discussing the results of the 

study's first two questions from the perspective of Berger and Luckmann's (1966) concept of 

the legitimizing of social realities. 

 

5.1 The Sweden Democrats definition of climate change 

In the following section, the study's first question will be answered. How do the Sweden 

Democrats define climate change? This will be done by presenting and discussing results 

from the first two dimensions of analysis, text, and discursive practice, with previous 

research. During the processing of the study's empirical material, three clear themes emerged. 

These themes are represented by the following headings: Ambiguity and ambivalence 

concerning climate change, Swedish interests first, and Technical innovations as a solution. 

The result will thus be reported under these three headings. The section concludes with a 

summary of the results under the heading, The Sweden Democrats climate change discourse. 

 

5.1.1 Ambiguity and ambivalence concerning climate change 

The Sweden Democrats' approach to climate change is characterized by both ambiguity and 

ambivalence regarding its existence, cause, and consequences. When the Sweden Democrats 

talk about climate change, they use words and compositions of words such as environmental 

problems, global carbon dioxide emissions, greenhouse gases, environmental problems of a 

global nature, and cross-border environmental issues. By avoiding the word climate change, 

which is a value-laden word, and instead of using other formulations that do not associate 

with change, climate change is presented as a less serious phenomenon. Experiential values of 
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words and sentences are about saying something about the sender's definition of social reality 

based on the sender's word choice and sentence structure, based on his knowledge and/or 

conviction of a phenomenon. The word choices that the Sweden Democrats use in their 

political documents concerning the environment and climate clarify their attitude and 

approach to climate change and thus also their notion of social reality. From the quotations 

below, it can be read that the Sweden Democrats have reduced climate change to just being 

global and cross-border environmental problems. Climate change as an irreversible process 

with serious consequences for all living things is not discussed. 

 

As environmental issues are largely cross-border, it is important to have cooperation within Europe, but 

at least as important globally. (Valplattform, EU-parlamentsvalet, 2019) 

In many places, there is a lack of basic insight that Sweden or the EU alone cannot control global 

carbon dioxide emissions to a significant extent. (Motion 2020/21: 727) 

Environmental problems in general, and greenhouse gases in particular, do not take national borders 

into account. (Valplattform, 2018; Valmanifest, 2018) 

 

The quotes above also show that the Sweden Democrats use several closely synonymous 

descriptions, overwording, instead of using the term climate change, which suggests that there 

is an ambivalence among the Sweden Democrats concerning the meaning and existence of 

climate change. The use of overwording indicates that the Sweden Democrats are waging a 

form of ideological struggle, via their climate and environmental policy, over the definition of 

social reality. The ambivalent approach to climate change is also made visible in the 

following wording. 

 

Sweden's national preparedness for climate change should be strengthened. This affects everything from 

food supply and infrastructure to other aspects of preparedness for, for example, forest fires and floods. 

(Motion 2020/21: 727) 

 

The empirical material consists of eight different documents, the term climate change occurs 

only once, as is clear from the quotation above. Here, climate change is described as an actual 

reality with serious consequences, Sweden must therefore strengthen its preparedness to deal 

with its consequences. The Sweden Democrats' ambivalent approach is interesting. First, the 

seriousness of climate change is reduced by using less value-laden reformulations, then the 

preparedness must be strengthened to deal with its consequences, which suggests that climate 

change is still to be regarded as problematic.  
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The Sweden Democrats' approach to climate change and their attempts to diminish its 

seriousness and existence are also made visible using euphemistic expressions, which are 

about beautifying paraphrases of something less beautiful. "Climate whims" is an example of 

a euphemistic expression that suggests that climate change is only about temporary whims, it 

is also to be regarded as an informal word which reinforces its insignificance. The Sweden 

Democrats' underlying skepticism is also visible when the concept of expressive modality is 

included in the analysis, which refers to the sender's judgment of events about the degree of 

truth. The Sweden Democrats' expressive modality concerning the cause and existence of 

climate change is apparent from the quotations that follow, in which the Sweden Democrats 

express themselves in the following way. 

 

It is quite possible that the world is facing significant temperature rises and the consequences of this 

must be taken very seriously. At the same time, the debate among researchers is alive about the 

consequences of different levels of temperature increase, [...] (Motion 2020/21: 727) 

We can also be fairly sure that the climate will vary, and that Sweden and other countries will face 

challenges as a result of extreme weather events, regardless of the underlying cause and regardless of 

how many billions we choose to spend on various climate initiatives. (Motion 2020/21: 727) 

 

The quotes above indicate that the Sweden Democrats are not fully convinced that climate 

change exists, nor what caused it. Something that is referred to as, “quite possible or fairly 

sure” cannot be regarded as an established reality because there is a built-in doubt in the 

choice of words. There is also an inherent doubt in the description of the causes of climate 

change and its consequences. For example, the Sweden Democrats stress that the debate is 

“alive” among researchers regarding the consequences of global warming, which indicates 

that they believe that there is no consensus among researchers regarding the impact of 

temperature increases on the climate. By expressing that climate initiatives will not contribute 

to preventing extreme weather, gives a hint that the Sweden Democrats regard climate change 

as natural events and not effects of human impact. 

The above analysis shows that the Sweden Democrats' attitude and approach to climate 

change are highly ambiguous and ambivalent, both in terms of its existence and its causes and 

consequences. This ambiguity and ambivalence imply that the Sweden Democrats' climate 

change discourse builds on the discourse represented by far-right groups concerning climate 

change. Because within the far-right group discourse, there is a great variation in attitudes and 

opinions towards climate change (Forchtner, 2019; Gemenis et al., 2012; Lockwood, 2018; 
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McCright et al., 2016; Timofejevs, 2020). The results show that reducing the Sweden 

Democrats to pure climate deniers is to simplify. They still recognize its existence or at least 

its possible consequences for Sweden because they stress that Sweden must increase 

preparedness to deal with climate change.  

Their ambiguity and ambivalence are also made visible when they advocate global climate 

cooperation at the same time as they question climate research and call climate change 

"climate whims". Through their skepticism towards climate research, the Sweden Democrats 

build on the populist approach regarding climate change, where global collaborations are 

problematic for those with populist ideas. Populism is based on a distrust of the elite and its 

globalist projects, which means that anti-establishment attitudes are not compatible with 

global cooperation because it is primarily the elite that drives this type of global project 

(Huber, 2020, pp. 975-977; Lockwood, 2018, pp. 15-17). The Sweden Democrats have 

opposed the Paris Agreement, which can be interpreted as opposition to global cooperation. 

Previous studies also show that pseudoscientific beliefs and conspiracy theories are common 

in the populist climate change discourse (Jylhä & Hellmer, 2020, p. 329; Lockwood, 2018, p. 

21). Reducing climate change to "climate whims" is in line with pseudo-scientific beliefs and 

conspiracy theories, which also confirms the populist element in the Sweden Democrats' 

climate change discourse. 

 

5.1.2 Swedish interests first 

By analysing the cohesion of sentences, the binding words of clauses are made visible, as well 

as whether there is any kind of subordination between two clauses or whether they are 

equated with each other. Common to the analysed documents is that the Sweden Democrats 

consistently and repeatedly emphasize that they as a party protect the climate and 

environment and that their goal is an ecological and sustainable society, at the same time they 

are also clear that the pursuit of a greener society must not be at the expense of Sweden as a 

nation or its inhabitants. The Sweden Democrats' attitude is thus that investments in climate 

and the environment are important, but only if the proposed climate and environmental 

measures are compatible with the Swedish lifestyle. The following quotation shows how the 

Sweden Democrats choose to formulate their position regarding climate and environmental 

work in relation to Swedish interests. 
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The Sweden Democrats' environmental policy is constructive, realistic and is based on how we can 

combat environmental pollution and greenhouse gas emissions globally in the most cost-effective way, 

without sacrificing our feet for rural and industrial areas (Valplattform, 2018; Valmanifest, 2018) 

A central view for the Sweden Democrats is that binding targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions 

must be achieved without jeopardizing either the individual nations 'or households' finances. (Motion 

2020/21: 727) 

 

The quotes above show how the Sweden Democrats use the word "without" to connect two 

clauses with relatively conflicting goals and make them form a coherent and logical whole. 

By tying the clauses together with the word "without" subordination is created. The 

introductory sub-clauses, in which the Sweden Democrats describe their ambitions regarding 

climate and the environment, have a subordinate significance to the sub-clauses in which they 

present their ultimatums. In other words, the initial message is dependent on and can only be 

implemented if the subsequent ultimatum is also fulfilled. 

Another consistent message in the Sweden Democrats' climate and environmental policy is 

that Sweden's emissions are already low and therefore further emission reductions are not 

necessary. The Sweden Democrats stress that demands for reduced emissions should be 

placed on those who emit the most, which according to them are countries outside the EU and 

developing countries. It is also interesting that the Sweden Democrats repeatedly emphasize 

that emissions are a global problem that must be solved globally, that Sweden as a country is 

part of the global world, which they ignore. By examining the experiential values of the 

sentences, the Sweden Democrats' definition of the social reality emerges where the Swedish 

lifestyle constitutes the norm. Sweden and Swedish residents should not have to change and 

adapt their lifestyle to climate measures to reduce emissions. Others need to change, 

especially developing countries with high emissions. That Sweden's development and 

prosperity have contributed to creating the high levels of carbon dioxide emissions that are 

now in the atmosphere is not something that the Sweden Democrats discuss in their texts, and 

thus it is not something that Sweden as a country must relate to. The quotes below show the 

social reality that the Sweden Democrats formulate through their climate and environmental 

policy. 

 

It must also be fundamental that it is the countries that emit the most that must also reduce emissions the 

most. The requirements are very low in developing countries, where the potential for sharp increases in 

emissions in the future is great. (Motion 2020/21: 727) 

Based on the principle of most benefit per krona invested, we prefer investments in international 

measures and research over increased fuel prices, vehicle taxes, and other measures that hit Swedish 
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jobs and rural areas without any measurable impact on environmental problems globally. (Valplattform, 

2018; Valmanifest, 2018) 

We also realize that environmental policy interests must constantly be weighed against other important 

societal values, that most environmental problems are of a global nature, that Sweden alone cannot 

solve the problems and that the resources that can be set aside to improve the environment should be 

invested where they benefit most. (Sverigedemokraternas principprogram, 2019) 

 

 

From the quotations above, it is clear that according to the Sweden Democrats, Sweden is free 

from debt because emissions are already low and further reductions would not make any 

major difference either. They stress that the environmental problems are of a global nature 

and therefore the responsibility should not lie with Sweden. That Sweden, like all other 

countries, is part of a global community and that all measures taken at the local level are 

important because they contribute to reduced emissions at the global level is not something 

that the Sweden Democrats choose to highlight. Based on their logic, climate and 

environmental initiatives must take place internationally and not nationally, except for 

developing countries, national measures are of the utmost importance there. 

That Sweden and Swedish interests are put first and prioritized over climate and environment 

is both a clear and recurring topic in the Sweden Democrats' climate and environmental 

policy. It, therefore, becomes interesting when the Sweden Democrats believe that Sweden 

should, in the long run, strive to become carbon neutral, with the justification that: "Not least, 

it would mean that we free ourselves from the need for oil imports from undemocratic and 

authoritarian countries." (Motion 2020/21: 727). The problem of importing fossil fuels from 

unstable countries is also highlighted in the Election Platform (Valplattform) 2018 and the 

Election Manifesto (Valmanifest) 2018. Here, too, the Sweden Democrats' order of priority is 

clarified, where Swedish interests take precedence over climate and environment. 

Dependence on oil from undemocratic and authoritarian states is a bigger problem for the 

Sweden Democrats than a potential climate crisis, sovereignty concerning energy supply is a 

stronger driving force for the Sweden Democrats than protecting the climate and environment. 

However, it is important to emphasize that the Sweden Democrats do not oppose climate and 

environmental initiatives in general, but only those that threaten Swedish interests and are of a 

global nature. For example, remediation and restoration of contaminated areas and beach 

cleaning are areas where the Sweden Democrats want to strengthen funding, but they want to 

reduce funding for international environmental organizations and the Swedish Meteorological 

and Hydrological Institute, SMHI (Motion 2019/20: 2627). 
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By examining the relational values of sentences, texts' representation of social relations 

between individuals and groups is made visible. In the Sweden Democrats' political 

documents concerning climate and the environment, countries are pitted against each other. 

Sometimes Sweden as a country is set against other countries within the EU and sometimes 

the EU is set against the rest of the world. The quotes below are examples of how different 

countries are pitted against each other concerning the degree of carbon dioxide emissions. 

 

When the EU decided on the burden sharing, Sweden was given the most ambitious emission reduction 

requirements by all countries. This is strange in light of the fact that Sweden's emissions of greenhouse 

gases per capita are already well below the average for industrialized countries (Motion 2020/21: 727) 

After all, the EU only accounts for about ten percent of the world's emissions, while the rest of the 

world increases emissions by the equivalent of an entire EU in less than five years. (Motion 2020/21: 

727) 

 

It appears from the quote above that Sweden, regardless of context, is not part of the problem 

according to the Sweden Democrats and therefore Sweden does not need to take any measures 

to reduce its emissions. An interpretation that can be made is that the Sweden Democrats' 

definition of social relations is to set countries against each other and point out scapegoats on 

the pretext that it is always someone else's fault. With the help of the concept of relational 

modality, which examines authority and power in relation to someone or something, it also 

becomes visible that the Sweden Democrats attribute to Sweden an obvious authoritarian 

position when it comes to demanding that less modern and developed countries reduce their 

emissions. However, the Sweden Democrats are clear that Sweden should not take on the 

leadership role in climate and environmental work. They claim that it is not a working 

strategy (Motion 2020/21: 727). Another explanation is that with the leadership role comes 

demands to take measures to further reduce emissions, which the Sweden Democrats are not 

interested in because according to them it will be negative for Sweden's economy and 

Swedish interests. The Sweden Democrats' approach suggests that power and responsibility 

are only interesting when it means making demands on others, but when it means counter-

performance, it is no longer as interesting. 

The analysis above shows that the discourse that the Sweden Democrats are based on 

concerning climate change is partly about putting Sweden first with the meaning that Swedish 

interests and the Swedish lifestyle are prioritized before climate and environment. Partly 

about putting Sweden first with the meaning that Sweden as a nation is best in class when it 
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comes to emission levels and therefore no further measures need to be taken. The Sweden 

Democrats would like to appear as a party that takes the climate and environmental threat 

seriously, but on closer inspection, it becomes clear that their vision of a more sustainable 

society is always addressed together with issued ultimatums where Swedish interests are 

favored. The above discursive appropriations are confirmed by Hultman et al (2020, p. 130), 

who believe that an underlying reason for the Sweden Democrats' climate change denial is 

that a recognition of its existence means a recognition that capitalism and current lifestyle 

patterns are the cause of climate change. 

The story that Sweden as a country is best in class when it comes to climate and environment 

and that Swedish emissions are so low that no further measures need to be taken is a recurring 

message in the Sweden Democrats' climate change discourse. This is also confirmed by 

Hultman et al (2020, pp. 128-130) who believe that according to the Sweden Democrats' 

discourse, no further emission reductions are necessary for Sweden, even though the Swedish 

lifestyle requires 4.2 globes, which is not to be considered a sustainable lifestyle. Hultman et 

al (2020, pp. 128-130) also believe that the Sweden Democrats do not take climate change 

seriously or even acknowledge that they exist, which is an assumption that is not consistent 

with the above analysis. It shows that the Sweden Democrats' unwillingness to take climate 

action within a Swedish context is more about prioritizing Swedish interests and protecting 

the Swedish self-image than about denying the existence of climate change. 

The Sweden Democratic climate change discourse includes a certain interest that Sweden 

should reduce emissions in the long run, however, it is not primarily climate and the 

environment that is protected, but the importance of not being dependent on undemocratic and 

authoritarian oil nations. Forchtner and Kølvraa (2015, pp. 213-216) have made similar 

observations and they stress that within the nationalist discourse there is a perception that 

emission reductions are an important step towards the total sovereignty of the nation-state. It 

also appears from the analysis that within the climate change discourse that the Sweden 

Democrats are based on, there is a perception that global climate and environmental problems 

should be handled globally, which according to their logic means that investments in emission 

reductions in a Swedish context are therefore not relevant. They believe that reduced carbon 

dioxide emissions in Sweden do not have a decisive effect on emission reductions on a global 

level and are therefore not necessary either. That all emission reductions are important 

although the initial situation is already good is not something that the Sweden Democrats 

discuss further. The Sweden Democrats' discourse on climate change, however, includes an 
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interest in environmental protection in the immediate area, which means that they adhere to 

the nationalist discourse where their own country's natural values and its associated natural 

resources are strongly associated with national identity (Conversi, 2020, pp. 627-629; 

Forchtner and Kølvraa, 2015, pp. 208-212). 

 

5.1.3 Technical innovations as a solution 

As mentioned above, the Sweden Democrats generally choose not to use the term climate 

change, but they address that type of problem by instead using terms such as global 

environmental problems and cross-border carbon dioxide emissions. Regardless of the name 

and the properties to which the names are attributed, the Sweden Democrats still admit that 

high levels of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere are problematic and that emissions should 

therefore be reduced, at least in the long run. The universal solution according to the Sweden 

Democrats is technical innovations. By investing in technological development and energy 

research, both in an international and national context, the problems with carbon dioxide 

emissions will be solved. Changing lifestyle patterns such as reduced consumption and travel 

is not the right way to go according to the Sweden Democrats. The following quotes are clear 

examples of how the Sweden Democrats argue that technological innovations are the solution 

to the emissions problem. 

 

The goal of a more environmentally friendly society should be achieved primarily through awareness-

raising, technological development, and positive incentives for the transition to a more sustainable way 

of life, not through a one-sided focus on punishing undesirable lifestyles of individual citizens. 

(Sverigedemokraternas principprogram, 2019) 

The Sweden Democrats' policy is in principle not about separating man from nature, rather the opposite. 

Furthermore, there is no indication that free people refrain from travel and a good standard of living, nor 

should it be the aim of politics, but scientific development paves the way for modern environmental 

technology that reduces human environmental impact. (Motion 2019/20: 2682; Motion 2020/21: 3128) 

To reduce emissions, increased focus must be on research and technological development, rather than 

general tax increases to reduce emissions within Sweden's borders. (Motion 2020/21: 727) 

 

The analysis of the previous theme showed that the Sweden Democrats prioritize Sweden and 

Swedish interests before climate initiatives, in the following theme it is the Swedish (western) 

lifestyle that must be defended, as the quote above shows. By relying on technological 

innovations as a solution, lifestyle change is not necessary. An analysis of the text's 

experiential value reveals a definition of social reality where there is a belief that 
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technological development is the solution to all problems. That the earth's assets are finite, 

which is not always compatible with technological advances, is not included in the definition. 

The following sentence, from the second quotation above, therefore, becomes interesting in 

the context: "The Sweden Democrats' policy is in principle not about separating man from 

nature, rather the opposite." (Motion 2020/21: 3128; Motion 2019/20: 2682). The meaning of 

the word "principle" means that something is largely in a certain way. In other words, what 

the Sweden Democrats express is that their policy is usually not about separating man from 

nature, which consequently means that sometimes their policy aims to do just that, separating 

man from nature. By looking at the relational value of the above-mentioned sentence, a view 

emerges that the relationship between man and nature should in most cases be characterized 

by mutual respect, which means that there are also situations where it is not desirable or 

necessary. The relational modality of the sentence shows how the Sweden Democrats 

attribute to man an authoritarian position in relation to nature, which also corresponds with 

the above-mentioned definition of reality where technological innovations and not behavioral 

changes are the solution to the climate and environmental problems. Man must not adapt to 

nature, but nature (climate change) must be tamed by man's technological innovations. 

The advocacy of technological development and research as a solution to carbon dioxide 

emissions is motivated by the Sweden Democrats by saying that other solutions are costly, 

which has a negative effect on the labor market and welfare in Sweden and Europe. The 

Sweden Democrats' definition of social reality is based on capitalism, where economic growth 

drives societal development forward. By examining the Sweden Democrats' political texts 

based on expressive modality, it becomes clear that their assessment of possible climate 

measures is that if they are not economically favorable, they should not be implemented 

either. That there are values other than economic is not something that the Sweden Democrats 

discuss further. The quote below is an example of how the Sweden Democrats argue for the 

importance of economic sustainability concerning climate measures. 

 

Reducing greenhouse gas emissions without this being linked to new innovations that can stand on their 

own two feet in a competitive market is costly and has a negative effect on jobs and welfare in Sweden 

and Europe. Sweden's and Europe's focus must therefore be on energy research, where the goal is for 

new types of energy to be so cheap that they compete with fossil fuels. (Motion 2020/21: 727) 

 

According to the Sweden Democrats, research will generate new fossil-free types of energy, 

as can be seen from the quote above. When the Sweden Democrats refer to fossil-free types of 



 

 

41 

 

energy, it is mainly the next generation of nuclear power that is meant. The renewable energy 

types that are on the market today are neither economically nor environmentally sustainable 

according to the Sweden Democrats, which means that fossil fuels will dominate the energy 

market for a long time to come. Based on the concept of expressive modality, the Sweden 

Democrats' assessment of how a fossil-free society should be made possible is made visible. 

The Sweden Democrats are not particularly concerned that such a solution is both costly and 

far in the future, and that the long-term impact of nuclear power on the climate and 

environment is uncertain. Nuclear power is an important and recurring topic for the Sweden 

Democrats, as is clear from the quotes below, and according to them, nuclear power should be 

considered renewable energy because it does not generate any carbon dioxide emissions. 

 

Research on the next generation of nuclear power must also be given a clear priority and measures 

should be implemented so that a research reactor can be built in Sweden. The government needs to 

work to equate nuclear power with so-called renewable energy. (Motion 2020/21: 727) 

Invest in safe and efficient nuclear power through research and development of fourth-generation 

reactors. (Valplattform, 2018; Valmanifest, 2018) 

The Sweden Democrats are pursuing the opposite line and advocating that nuclear power should not 

only be preserved, but also developed. By financing a research reactor, Sweden can contribute to the 

development of fourth-generation nuclear power, which would allow radically better utilization of 

nuclear fuel and at the same time reduce the production of nuclear waste. (Motion 2019/20: 2682; 

Motion 2020/21: 3128) 

 

There is no doubt that the preservation and development of nuclear power is an important 

issue for the Sweden Democrats, as the quotation above shows. As mentioned earlier in 

section 5.1.2, the Sweden Democrats' goal is that Sweden will eventually become carbon 

neutral, with the justification that it is unwise to be dependent on undemocratic and 

authoritarian nations when it comes to Sweden's energy supply. It is important to note that 

climate measures that lack economic viability are not relevant according to the Sweden 

Democrats, but at the same time, they want to invest in nuclear power, which is a costly 

project with unpredictable effects on the climate and the environment. One interpretation may 

be that safeguarding the nation's sovereignty, in this case, is more important than both 

economy and climate, and then nuclear power is an obvious choice, as it can supply large 

amounts of energy and thus make Sweden self-sufficient in energy. 

The analysis shows that based on a Sweden Democratic discourse, technological innovations 

are ahead of lifestyle changes, and then mainly the development of the new generation of 
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nuclear power is the solution to the climate and environmental problems. The interest in 

securing a fossil-free energy supply as a country, and then mainly by nuclear power, is a 

discourse that is common within nationalist groups according to Forchtner & Kølvraa (2015, 

pp. 213-216). They point out that the interest in fossil-free energy is not primarily based on 

reducing carbon dioxide emissions, but rather on a desire to be independent of other countries 

when it comes to energy supply. Hultman et al (2020, pp.129-130) also confirm the nationalist 

approach and stress that the Sweden Democrats also pursue a discourse where there is a desire 

to become a leader in the new generation of nuclear power, which is about gaining respect in 

the international energy market. 

The analysis shows that within the climate change discourse used by the Sweden Democrats, 

there is a belief that technological development will solve all climate and environmental 

problems. However, it is important according to the Sweden Democrats' climate change 

discourse that the new technology has financial viability, otherwise, there is nothing to invest 

in. The fact that there is a contradiction between finite natural resources and economic growth 

is not included in their definition of reality and thus not in their discourse. The analysis also 

shows that in the Sweden Democrats' climate change discourse, humans occupy an overriding 

position towards nature, serious climates, and environmental problems must be handled with 

the help of technological innovations, not by people changing the behaviors that harm the 

climate and the environment. 

 

5.1.4 The Sweden Democrats climate change discourse 

Based on the results from the first two dimensions of analysis, text and discursive practice, the 

study's first question can be answered. How do the Sweden Democrats define climate change? 

The Sweden Democrats' definition of climate change is characterized by ambiguity and 

ambivalence concerning its existence, what is the cause, and possible consequences for 

Sweden and the rest of the world. The ambiguity and ambivalence are also made visible when 

it comes to the Sweden Democrats' attitude to taking measures aimed at preventing and/or 

reducing the impact of climate change on the outside world. In the assessment of proposed 

climate measures, the Sweden Democrats put Sweden and Swedish interests before climate 

and the environment. By opposing measures that in the short term may be negative for 

Sweden's economy but which in the long term ensure that the earth's southern hemisphere is 

still habitable, the Sweden Democrats' order of priority is clarified. The solutions that the 

Sweden Democrats advocating are technical innovations rather than lifestyle changes. 
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Giddens (2010, p. ix) emphasizes that climate change is the greatest risk of our time. 

Therefore, it can be argued, relying solely on technological innovations is a somewhat naive 

attitude to this treat. 

Through its definition of climate change, the Sweden Democrats join and build on a 

discursive tradition with elements of nationalism and populism, where opposition to 

globalization and its possible impact on the nation-state serves as an explanation for 

skepticism against and denial of climate change. Through their climate and environmental 

policy, the Sweden Democrats reproduce a discourse in which globalization as a social reality 

is not only questioned but also opposed by political parties and other groups within the far-

right group. Fairclough (1992, p. 67; 2015, pp 26-28) stresses that if social change is to be 

possible, a critical examination of discourses and their relationship to society at large must be 

done with a specific focus on underlying power relations. The third and final dimension of 

analysis, social practice, aims precisely at this, to uncover underlying power relations by 

placing the discourse in a wider social context. In the section below, the study's second 

question will be answered. What kind of power relations underlies and are constitutive of the 

Sweden Democrats' definition of climate change? This will be done by placing the Sweden 

Democrats' climate change discourse in relation to globalization as a social context based on 

Gidden's (2010) theory. 

 

5.2 Underlying and constitutive power relations 

The results from the first two dimensions of the analysis show that the discourse on climate 

change that the Sweden Democrats use has both nationalist and populist tendencies. Within 

the nationalist and populist ideology, globalization is generally a problem, which means that 

skepticism towards and denial of climate change is common in prevailing discourse because 

climate change is a global problem that requires global solutions. According to Fairclough 

(2015, p. 239), globalization as a social reality means that the primary order of power is based 

on a global and not a national context. He argues that if power relations in contemporary 

capitalist society and their negative effects, such as poverty, inequality, the rise of 

nationalism, and the exploitation of natural resources, are to be fully understood, the global 

aspect must be included in the study of social relations, structures, and processes (Fairclough, 

2015, p. 239). Globalization as a social reality based on Giddens' (2010) theory, therefore, 
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serves as a social context in the third and final dimension of analysis in Fairclough's (1992, 

pp. 72-73) analysis model. 

According to Giddens (2010, pp. 26-29), globalization implies a change of power from the 

local to the global level, which means that new demands are placed on the local community 

that can sometimes be difficult to manage within the local context. In the Sweden Democrats 

climate change discourse, that aspect of globalization is problematic. The Sweden Democrats 

claim that they are in favor of an effective climate policy and that climate change must be 

resolved globally. At the same time, they oppose the possible demands for emission 

reductions that global climate cooperation can entail for Sweden, where the choice to vote no 

to the ratification of the Paris Agreement is an effect of this. Demands for further emission 

reductions damage Sweden's economy and Swedish interests, therefore climate measures 

should not be handled within the Swedish context, the Sweden Democrats stresses. According 

to the Sweden Democrats' climate change discourse, it is clear that the Sweden Democrats are 

not willing to let globally made decisions influence and control Sweden's climate and 

environmental policy. From their actions, it can be deduced that they want to preserve or 

restore the order of power which means that the nation state's right to decide over its nation is 

unrestricted. Giddens (2010, pp. 32-33) believes that the nation-state in the form advocated by 

the Sweden Democrats no longer exists, but only its external contours remain. He describes it 

as shell institutions and believes that they are no longer relevant to the tasks they are expected 

to handle (Giddens, 2010, pp. 32-33). When it comes to dealing with climate change, it can be 

stated that the power structures that the Sweden Democrats advocate through their climate and 

environmental policy are to be regarded as irrelevant and ineffective, but also harmful to the 

creation of a sustainable society at large. 

Giddens (2010, pp. 24-25) stresses that globalization in a broader perspective means that we 

live in a single common world. That aspect of globalization is also in opposition to the 

Sweden Democrats' climate change discourse. Reduced emissions in Sweden and within the 

EU have no major effect on emissions globally, according to the Sweden Democrats, 

therefore demands on further emission reductions should not be imposed on either Sweden or 

other EU countries. According to the Sweden Democrats, demands for emission reductions 

should instead be directed at those who emit the most. Factors such as that Sweden's and the 

EU's welfare and standard of living have contributed to the emissions that are in the 

atmosphere today and that Sweden and the EU should therefore for both solidarity and moral 

reasons further reduce their emissions to enable the same development for people in other 
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countries are not included in their reasoning. The Sweden Democrats' climate and 

environmental policy indirectly contribute to preserving existing power structures, where 

developing countries have a subordinate position vis-à-vis the western world. By requiring 

developing countries to reduce their emissions to, for example, the EU level, their 

opportunities for increased living standards are made more difficult and thus their subordinate 

position is also cemented. 

According to Giddens (2010, pp. 30-31), globalization has been criticized for primarily 

benefiting Western interests, but he argues that globalization can only to a certain extent be 

regarded as a form of Western dominance, with increased decentralization, the effects of 

globalization will also be noticeable in the Western world. Globally made decisions are 

generally problematic for the Sweden Democrats, even if they are based on a Western context 

since the preservation of the nation state's sovereignty is of the utmost importance. Globally 

made decisions based on a non-Western context are unacceptable as they can lead to both 

restrictions and unwanted adaptations of the Swedish (Western) lifestyle, which is not 

compatible with the Sweden Democrats climate change discourse. 

By integrating the Sweden Democrats' climate change discourse into a broader social context 

outside the discourse, in this case, globalization as a social reality, all steps in Fairclough's 

(1992, pp. 72-73) analysis model have finally been implemented. Based on the results of the 

third and final analysis dimension, the study's second question can be answered. What kind of 

power relations underlies and are constitutive of the Sweden Democrats' definition of climate 

change? The Sweden Democrats' climate change discourse is constituted by underlying 

power relations with the aim of preserving or restoring the nation state's unrestricted power 

and defending and preserving Western dominance vis-à-vis developing countries. 

The above results are confirmed by previous research where it appears that skepticism 

towards global climate cooperation within nationalist groupings is based on a notion that 

global cooperation poses a threat to the sovereignty of the nation-state (Conversi, 2020, pp. 

627-629; Forchtner and Kølvraa, 2015, pp. 208-212). The defense and preservation of 

inequality between different groups are also confirmed by previous research. Studies show 

that preferences for social dominance orientation (SDO), which stands for inter-group 

hierarchy and inequality (anti-egalitarianism) where xenophobia and anti-feminism are 

common expressions of that type of group-based inequality, are a clear indicator of climate 

change denial in right-wing populist parties (Jylhä & Hellmers, 2020, pp. 328-329). This can 

be put in relation to the fact that the Sweden Democrats climate change discourse indirectly 
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contributes to cementing the subordinate position of developing countries vis-à-vis Western 

dominance, which indicates that preferences for SDOs are also constitutive of the Sweden 

Democrats' attitude to climate change. 

The results from the study's first two questions show that the Sweden Democrats' definition of 

climate change is both ambiguous and ambivalent and it is constituted by underlying power 

relations with the aim of preserving the power of the nation-state and the subordinate position 

of developing countries. The Sweden Democrats claim that they stand for an effective climate 

policy, at the same time they voted no to the ratification of the Paris Agreement. To try to 

understand and explain these two conflicting positions, the study's third and final question 

will be answered in the section that follows. How can the Sweden Democrats' actions 

regarding the Paris Agreement be understood and/or explained from the perspective of the 

legitimizing of social realities? This will be done by discussing the results of the study's first 

two questions based on Berger and Luckmann's (1966) theory of the legitimizing of social 

reality. 

 

5.3 The Sweden Democrats and the Paris Agreement 

In the introductory part of the study, a reflection was raised regarding if it is the content and 

the implementation of the Paris Agreement that is problematic for the Sweden Democrats or 

whether there are other explanations for their skepticism towards global climate cooperation. 

The ambition with the following sections is therefore to try to explain and/or understand the 

Sweden Democrats' actions concerning the Paris Agreement from the perspective of the 

legitimizing of social realities (Berger & Luckman, 1966). 

The results from the CDA show that underlying power relations aimed at preserving or 

restoring the nation state's unrestricted power, as well as defending and preserving Western 

dominance vis-à-vis developing countries, constitute the Sweden Democrats' climate change 

discourse. Fairclough (1992) argues that: "Discourse is a practice not just of representing the 

world, but of signifying the world, constituting and constructing the world in meaning." (p. 

64). Based on Fairclough's (1992) reasoning, it is, therefore, possible to read from the Sweden 

Democrats' climate change discourse what their definition of social reality looks like, which is 

important if an explanation and understanding of their actions are to be made possible. 

The Sweden Democrats' definition of social reality can be regarded as a more traditional 

definition, considering the underlying power relations that they prefer and want to preserve. 
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Berger and Luckmann (1966, pp. 136-138) believe that since social realities is both 

changeable and reproductive at the same time, problems can arise when, for example, 

traditional and well-established institutions meet a new reality. As discussed in the previous 

section, the Sweden Democrats' definition of the nation-state is not compatible with 

globalization as a social reality, which means that their definition of the nation-state as an 

institution risks losing its relevance in the new reality that globalization entails. Nor are their 

preferences for unequal power relations, where the subordinate position of developing 

countries is the norm, compatible with globalization as an idea. Berger and Luckmann (1966, 

pp. 136-138) believe that when institutions risk losing their relevance, attempts at 

legitimization are made to preserve the institutions. From that perspective, the Sweden 

Democrats' actions concerning the Paris Agreement can be understood and explained. By 

voting no to the ratification of the Paris Agreement, the Sweden Democrats are trying to 

legitimize the nation state's relevance as an institution and preserve the power relations that 

they prefer and that globalization poses a threat to. By opposing the Paris Agreement, they 

also oppose the shift in power that the Paris Agreement entails, where decisions on climate 

and environmental measures are shifted from the nation-state to global bodies. 

According to Berger and Luckmann (1966, pp. 136-138), the legitimization of the continued 

existence of institutions is usually about them being considered to have a legitimacy based on 

the reality being advocated rather than having a real function in the current existing reality. 

Based on this, the Sweden Democrats' actions can be further explained and understood. In the 

Sweden Democrats' definition of reality, the nation state's legitimacy is based on a more 

traditional definition of social reality, which means that decisions concerning one's nation are 

made within the national context. Climate change is a global problem that requires global 

decisions, and it risks weakening the nation state's influence over its nation. The Paris 

Agreement can be seen as a symbol of globalization and by opposing the Paris Agreement, 

the Sweden Democrats are thus trying to preserve the social reality on which the legitimacy of 

the nation-state is based. 

The results of the study show that the Sweden Democrats are not only trying to preserve the 

nation state's power structure, but their climate change discourse is also constituted by 

underlying power relations where developing countries are attributed a subordinate position. 

This type of socio-cultural preference, SDO, which stands for inter-group hierarch and 

inequality (anti-egalitarianism) is according to Jylhä & Hellmers (2020, pp. 328-329) usually 

made visible through xenophobic and anti-feminist expressions. Globalism in general and the 
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Paris Agreement, in particular, require solidarity and cooperation across national borders. 

This means that countries with already low carbon dioxide emissions must further reduce their 

carbon dioxide emissions to enable developing countries to improve their standard of living, 

which has the consequence that Western dominance is somewhat reduced. Berger and 

Luckmann (1966, pp. 144-148) stress that there will always be groups that advocate 

traditional definitions of realities and that oppose all forms of social change. By opposing the 

Paris Agreement, the Sweden Democrats also oppose the opportunity for social change that 

would mean improved living conditions for developing countries and even out their 

subordinate position somewhat. 

By analyzing the results from the study's first two questions based on Berger and Luckmann's 

(1966) theory of the legitimizing of social realities, the third and final question can be 

answered. How can the Sweden Democrats' actions regarding the Paris Agreement be 

understood and/or explained from the perspective of the legitimizing of social realities? The 

Sweden Democrats' choice to vote no to the ratification of the Paris Agreement is about 

ensuring the nation state's continued relevance and existence in the new social reality that 

globalization entails. It is also about opposing a social change that entails increased equality, 

where Western dominance is reduced and developing countries' opportunities for better living 

conditions increase. The fact that the Sweden Democrats claim that they are in favor of an 

effective climate policy at the same time as they oppose the ratification of the Paris 

Agreement must be seen in the light of this. Their ambiguous and ambivalent approach to the 

existence, cause, and consequences of climate change and their unwillingness to accept the 

climate and environmental measures that involve some form of adaptation of the Swedish 

lifestyle is perhaps more about preserving existing power relations and less about opposing 

climate and environmental efforts. 
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6. Discussion  

The last chapter of this study begins with an account of the conclusions that can be drawn and 

a discussion of the results of the study, the section ends with suggestions for further research 

and some concluding reflections. 

 

6.1 Conclusions and discussion 

The purpose of this study has been to investigate the constructed vision of the social reality 

that the Sweden Democrats define and thus defend and legitimize through their climate and 

environmental policy. With a focus on the power relations that are constitutive of the Sweden 

Democrats' definition of social reality, the intention has been to clarify the Sweden 

Democrats' position on the issue of climate change and to make visible what underlies their 

actions concerning the ratification of the Paris Agreement.  

The results of the study show that the Sweden Democrats' definition of climate change is both 

ambiguous and ambivalent, where Sweden's self-image and Swedish interests are prioritized 

over climate measures. The result also shows that the Sweden Democrats' definition of 

climate change is constituted by underlying power relations with the aim of preserving the 

power of the nation-state and the subordinate position of developing countries. It also appears 

from the result that the Sweden Democrats' choice to vote no to the ratification of the Paris 

Agreement is about to legitimize the nation state's continued relevance and existence in the 

new social reality that globalization entails. It is also about opposing a social change that 

entails increased equality, where Western dominance is reduced and developing countries' 

opportunities for better living conditions increase. 

One conclusion that can be drawn is to reduce the Sweden Democrats to just being climate 

deniers is to simplify because the results show that their definition of climate change is 

characterized by ambivalence and self-interest concerning climate measures rather than 

skepticism and denial concerning its existence. However, the following conclusion contradicts 

Hultman et al (2020, pp.122-124) who believe that the Sweden Democrats are to be regarded 

as climate deniers. The conflicting conclusions can be explained by the fact that Hultman et al 

(2020, pp. 122-124) in their study have used a combination of actor-network and discursive 

methodology, which means that it is not only the language that has been studied but also the 

people behind the communicated message and their network that have been examined. Their 
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study shows that the Sweden Democrats have close contact with established climate change 

deniers, which means that against that background, their conclusion is entirely reasonable.  

Another conclusion is that the Sweden Democrats' attitude and approach to climate change 

are more about defending and preserving existing power relations and less about questioning 

the existence of climate change. This conclusion is supported in previous studies where it 

appears, for example, that parties with nationalist overtones oppose global climate 

cooperation because, according to the nationalist ideology, they pose a threat to the 

sovereignty of the nation-state (Conversi (2020, p. 629; Forchtner et al., 2018, p. 601; 

Forchtner & Kølvraa, 2015, pp. 213-216) Jylhä and Hellmers' (2020, pp. 328-329) study also 

confirms the conclusion above as it shows that preferences for inter-group hierarchy and 

inequality (SDO) are one of the explanations for right-wing populist parties 'climate change 

denial. They believe that the purpose of right-wing populist parties' climate change denial is 

about maintaining the inequality between different groups (Jylhä & Hellmer, 2020, pp. 328- 

329). 

A third conclusion that can be drawn is that the Sweden Democrats' action regarding the Paris 

Agreement is more about opposing a social change that entails increased equality and about 

legitimizing the nation state's continued relevance in a globalized world, and less about 

opposing the content and implementation of the Paris Agreement. This links back to and 

responds to the reflection raised in the introductory part if it is the Paris Agreement itself that 

is problematic for the Sweden Democrats or whether there are other explanations for their 

skepticism towards global climate cooperation. 

The results show that the Sweden Democrats' climate change discourse joins a discourse with 

populist signs where opposition to global cooperation is part of that discourse. At the same 

time, the Sweden Democrats emphasize in their political texts that climate and environmental 

problems of a global nature must be solved through global cooperation, which goes against 

the populist allocation. An explanation for the Sweden Democrats' ambiguity and 

ambivalence concerning global climate cooperation can be traced to the fact that political 

documents form the basis for the study's results. The message in this type of document is of a 

more organized nature communicated with a toned-down language free from rhetorical 

outbursts. To openly communicate a resistance to global climate cooperation is, from the 

prevailing context, not to be regarded as politically correct and the Sweden Democrats would 

probably lose politically on such clarity. They, therefore, choose to explicitly state in their 

political texts that they are in favor of global climate cooperation, while implicitly expressing 
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the opposite by, for example, voting against the ratification of the Paris Agreement or 

proposing reduced funding for international environmental organizations. Perhaps another 

empirical material intended for a different audience would have shown a different result and 

been more consistent concerning the Sweden Democrats' attitude to global climate 

cooperation. Hultman et al (2020) study indicates that there is support for the above reasoning 

because their results show that the Sweden Democrats use populist rhetoric when their denial 

of climate change is communicated in debate articles and the like. 

I argued in the introductory part of the thesis that climate and environmental policy should be 

seen as public planning in a broader sense because it not only affects the work of public 

planners at the municipal level but also affects their ability to plan for a more sustainable 

society. The far-right movement is making strong progress around the world which has an 

impact on climate and environmental work. Knowledge of their attitude and what underlies 

their approach to climate change is therefore important if the 1.5˚C target is to be achieved. 

By examining the Sweden Democrats' actions concerning the Paris Agreement, I have 

explained and created an understanding of their choice to vote no. Thus, with the following 

study, I have added another piece to the puzzle and thus contribute to more knowledge in the 

field, and thereby contributing to creating conditions for a more sustainable future. 

 

6.2 Suggestions for further research and reflections 

The Sweden Democrats' attitude and approach to climate change have been in focus for this 

study, which means that the results of the study are based on a Swedish context. The far-right 

group consists of a motley collection of parties with varying attitudes to climate change, based 

on different contextual conditions. It would therefore be interesting, with a focus on power 

relations, to study the attitudes and approaches of far-right parties to climate change in an 

Eastern European or a non-European Non-Western context. Studying far-right parties in 

varying contexts would not only generate knowledge about which power relations are 

preferred and defended. It would also contribute knowledge about how ideological 

foundations and surrounding contexts interact and constitute the hierarchies of power that are 

made visible through the right-wing extremist parties' approach to climate change. 

More knowledge in this area is important for continued climate cooperation, as shown by the 

US withdrawal from the Paris Agreement during Trump's presidency and the extensive 

destruction of the Amazon rainforest under Bolsonaro's rule. In Sweden, there will be 
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parliamentary elections in 2022 and a new right-wing bloc is emerging where the Moderates 

and Christian Democrats together with the Sweden Democrats and Liberals aspire to 

government power. It is of course difficult to predict what effects such a constellation of 

government will have on Sweden's climate and environmental policy, but that it will be 

affected can probably be determined where, for example, the view of nuclear power is an 

issue that unites the above parties.  

When it comes to possible effects on global climate cooperation, it is also difficult to predict 

the effects that a government alternative with influence from the Sweden Democrats will 

have. The question is whether the Sweden Democrats will tone down their opposition to 

global climate cooperation to appear capable of governing or will a place in a future 

government contribute to strengthening their self-confidence and thus daring to be more open 

with their position on the climate issue. The election result in 2022 will determine whether the 

above questions will be answered and in what way in such a case. 
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Appendix 1: Analysis guide 

Analysis of the Sweden Democrats' climate and environmental policy with a focus on power 

relations. Based on Fairclough's (1992, pp.72-73) three-dimensional conception of discourse 

and on Fairclough's (2015, pp. 128 -153) review of analysis procedure of CDA with focus on 

language and power. 

 

 

Text: Vocabulary and grammar, the linguistic meaning of word and sentences 

• Experiential values: The representation of social reality in the text 

• Rewording  

• Overwording  

• Synonymer  

 

• Relational values: The representation of social relations in the text 

• Euphemistic expression: Beautifying paraphrase 

• Formal or informal words 

 

• Modality: The senders' authority 

• Relational modality: Authority in relation to others 

• Expressive modality: Authority in relation to the evaluation of truth or degree 

of truth in the representation of reality 

 

Discursive practice:  

• Intertextuality 

 

Social practice: 

• Underlying ideological assumptions 

• Underlying power relations 


