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By the late 1980s, the absolute number of jobless in Norway had reached the same level as
that during the Great Depression of the 1930s. Unemployment in the 1930s is known to have
had an impact on party choice. Among those hit by unemployment in the 1980s, however,
we no longer find a strong correlation between unemployment and party choice. This situation
constitutes the point of departure for this article. The relationship between joblessness and
party choice is investigated on the basis of four hypotheses: (i) The incumbency thesis, which
suggests that the incumbent party receives support in accordance with fluctuations in economic
conditions — i.¢. it is punished in bad times and rewarded in prosperous times. (it} The palicy
thesis, which predicts that voters concerned about unemployment prefer the Labour Party.
(iii) The social composition thesis, which argues that the fluctuations between unemployment
and party choice are simply due to changes in the social composition of the unemployed. {iv)
The generation thesis, which underscores that the impact of unemployment on party choice
varies according to historical generation. Confronted with empirical evidence, the social
composition thesis is rejected. Likewise, support for the policy thesis has gradually vanished.
Some empirical support is given to the incembency thesis. In the end. however, the generation
thesis appears to be the most relevant.

Does unemployment have any impact on party choice? If it does, then in
what way? Will the unemployed tend to support parties to the Left or to
the Right? Is there perhaps variation in this pattern over time, with the
impact of unemployment differing from one historical period to the next?
A recent analysis of the relationship between unemployment and electoral
performance in five European countries (the United Kingdom, the Federal
Republic of Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands and Austria) concludes
that this relationship ‘is negative as expected, but very weak. Moreover,
the relationship is statistically insignificant’ (Visser & Wijnhoven 1990, 72).
Another result from this study is that in periods of mass unemployment,
Conservative parties perform better than Social Democratic parties.
Election consequences of economic conditions have been studied exten-
sively, particularly in the USA. Unemployment has been investigated
together with such issues as inflation and taxation, with the focus being on
the impact of economic concerns upon voting. Two hypotheses have been
important in the American debate: (i) an incumbency-oriented hypothesis
and (ii) a policy-oriented hypothesis (Kiewiet 1981). The former emphasizes
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that the incumbent president or candidate receives voter support according
to fluctuations in economic conditions. During difficult times the politicians
in power are punished in elections: voters turn against the incumbents and
‘throw the rascals out’. In prosperous times, however, incumbent politicians
receive increased electoral support. The incumbency-oriented thesis
stresses the possibilities of both reward and punishment. Incumbency in
government can thus be either an asset or a liability. The policy-oriented
hypothesis, by comparison, predicts that — everything else being equal -
voters concerned about unemployment will prefer candidates from the
Democratic Party. Thus, irrespective of incumbency, Democratic can-
didates will attract voters hit or threatened by unemployment.

A policy-oriented hypothesis regarding the electoral effects of unem-
ployment has been defended by D. Roderick Kiewiet (1981). In a study of
US presidential and congressional elections from 1956 to 1978, Kiewiet
concludes that voters concerned about unemployment tend to support
Democratic candidates whether or not a Democrat is already in a position
of incumbency. ‘Voters who had personally experienced unemployment
gave a modest but consistent boost to Democratic candidates in virtually
every election’ (Kiewiet 1981, 459). However, when the focus is on the
electoral effects of economic issues on a broader base, the conclusion is
less clear-cut (Kiewiet 1983). When one, in addition to unemployment,
includes a range of other issues, such as inflation, taxation, government
spending and family finances, a substantial amount of empirical evidence
can be found to support both the policy thesis and the incumbency thesis.
However, the incumbency thesis seems the more important one for voter
responses (Kiewiet 1983, 136).

Another dimension in this debate is the unit of reference: Do economic
assessments refer to the individual or to the nation? An electoral decision
based on individual economic assessments has been called ‘pocketbook
voting *. “Sociotropic voting”, on the other hand, takes as its point of
reference the financial situation of the nation as a whole (Kinder & Kiewiet
1979). Which is more important for voting — the assessment of one’s
personal financial situation, or the assessment of the nation’s economy?
On the basis of empirical evidence from the USA, sociotropic voting seems
to be more widespread than pocketbook voting (Kiewit 1983). A Norwegian
study shows a somewhat mixed picture, though the conclusion clearly leans
more towards sociotropic than pocketbook voting (Aardal & Listhaug
1986).

In the following analysis the unit of reference is the unemployed person.
The question is: Do the jobless have a deviant voting pattern compared
with those in work? If being unemployed is decisive in regard to the party
one votes for, then we are dealing with a kind of pocketbook voting. When
one deals with national unemployment rates, however, the nation is the
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unit of reference. Voters in work who are concerned about unemployment
in a national context are thus committed to national interests rather than
personal ones. In this case we are dealing with sociotropic voting. The
dividing line between sociotropic voting and pocketbook voting — readily
associated with altruistic versus egoistic concerns — may be analytically
clear-cut. However, in real life the division is blurred and thus difficult to
handle empirically.

Irrespective of sociotropic or pocketbook voting, soaring unemployment
rates might be expected to harm the government in elections, since not just
the jobless, but also people in work who are concerned about the national
economy may vote for the opposition. In fact the European experience
from the 1980s has run contrary to this suggestion.

The incumbency thesis and the policy thesis are by nature ahistorical.
This shortcoming becomes particularly clear when the focus of the analysis
extends over a longer period of years, such as in this case, where the impact
of unemployment on party choice will be tested from the 1930s to the
1980s. In such a context several problems have to be addressed. The social
composition of the jobless may have changed, for example, and a potential
transformation of the pattern between unemployment and party choice
may be due to the social background of the jobless operating as a prior
variable. This prospect gives rise to a third hypothesis, the social com-
position thesis.

A fourth hypothesis may also be formulated - a generation thesis — which
uses historical generation as a variable. This thesis takes into account the
fact that the rate of unemployment, as well as the political tools perceived
appropriate to boost employment, varies over time. In short, the historical
context changes. This fact is ignored by the peolicy oriented thesis. To be
more precise, the policy thesis points to the fact that a specific party has a
political capital of trust concerning unemployment. This capital, however,
is acquired in a certain historic phase and can be wasted in another phase.
The political realities are always in a process of change, but cognition of
the realities can often lag behind. According to the generation approach
the reason is that basic political vailues and political outlook are formed
during an early phase in the life-course. Thus, the glasses which filter
political realities are often coloured by the realities of a passed society.

In at least two ways, a generation approach is adequate in a study of
unemployment and party choice. First, unemployment affects various age
groups unequally. In periods with high unemployment, young people with
no work experience seem to have special problems finding a job. Second,
youth unemployment is of particular interest when studying the impact this
has on party choice. It is during the early years that party preference is
established; though this is not fixed for the rest of life, this period of
political socialization is still crucial for the establishment of sympathies and
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antipathies towards the various political parties. The generation thesis, in
sum, is based on two premises: (i) the political context varies from one
period to another; and (ii) the most receptive period for impression is
during the adolescence.

We thus have four hypotheses regarding the relationship between unem-
ployment and party choice: (i) the incumbency thesis, (ii) the policy
thesis, (iii) the social composition thesis, (iv) the generation thesis. These
alternatives will be tested with data from the Norwegian election surveys
in the order mentioned above.

Incumbency Thesis Versus Policy Thesis

The Norwegian Labour Party can be compared with the US Democratic
Party as the seemingly most trustworthy party for the jobless. Can we
therefore also in Norway observe that Labour gains disproportional support
from the unemployed and those concerned about unemployment, irres-
pective of what party is in government? The Norwegian Election Studies
make it possible to analyse the relationship between unemployment and
party choice on the individual level. The 1957, 1969, 1985 and 1989 election
studies are usud here, all of which have questions about experience of
unemployment.' All of the questions are retrospective. In the 1957 election
survey the question concerned experiences from ‘before World War II',
whereas the 1969 election survey concerned the period ‘after World War
IT’, i.e. from 1945 to 1969. The election study from 1985 covers the early
1980s (‘during the past four years’, i.e. 1981-85) and the study from 1989
the late 1980s (‘during the past four years’, i.e. 1985-89). One problem
attached to such retrospective questions is the possibility of memory lapse,
especially when the period in question was a long time ago, as in the 1957
and 1969 surveys. On the other hand, being jobless may have been such a
traumatic experience that it is not easily forgotten.

There are no fundamental differences between the 1957 and 1969 ques-
tions. They ask about both the respondent’s own experience of unem-
ployment and experiences in his or her immediate family. They have in
common, in other words, the somewhat vague term ‘immediate family’ and
hence whatever variations that may ensue as a result of a small or large
‘family’. In 1985 and 1989, by comparison, the relevant question related to
employment experiences of either the respondent or the respondent’s
household. The term ‘household’ is less ambiguous and generally more
limited than ‘immediate family’.? In order to operate with time-series from
1957 to 1989 given these differences in question formulation, two categories
are distinguished: (i) those who either themselves or in the immediate
family/household have experienced unemployment and (ii) those without
such experience.
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Concerning the incumbency-oriented thesis, the crucial question is which
government was in position during the various periods of unemployment.
As some of the periods in question had more than one government, we
shall characterize each one by the government which was in office longest
and thus most readily associated with responsibility for the situation. There
are four relevant periods for this study: the first, before 1940, is mainly a
period with a non-socialist government;* the second, between 1945 and
1969, is predominantly a Labour period; in the third, from 1981 to 1985, a
non-socialist government was in power; and the fourth, from 1985 to 1989,
was predominantly a Labour period.

Table 1 presents party preferences among those with and without experi-
ence of unemployment in the various periods. The parties in the centre of
the political spectrum — Liberal (V), the Agrarian Party/Centre Party (Sp),
Christian People’s Party (KrF), and the New Liberal Party (DLF) - are
treated as one party bloc, the middle parties. Added are data from 1990,
based on ten aggregated surveys conducted by MMI (Markeds- og Media-
instituttet, Norway) with a question about hypothetical voting in a par-
liamentary election, where those registered as unemployed are recorded
as a separate category.

Does the pattern observed in Table 1 support the incumbency-oriented
thesis or the policy-oricnted thesis? The data clearly show the marked
impact of unemployment before World War Il and in the subsequent years
(1945-69). Three-quarters of those with experience of joblessness — either
for themselves or in their immediate family — supported Labour or parties
to the left of Labour, as against somewhat less than half among those who
had not experienced unemployment. This disproportionately high support
for the Left took place at the expense of support for both the Conservatives
and the Middle parties. It provides backing for the policy-oriented thesis,
as the government in power during these periods varied. However, in the
1985 election the connection between unemployment and high support for
Labour/low support for the Conservatives weakened, and by the 1989
election — and in the surveys from 1990 - it had disappeared for Labour
altogether, and nearly so for the Conservatives. Although the Conservative
Party still has somewhat greater support among those who have not experi-
enced unemployment, the difference is not statistically significant in either
1985 or 1989.

From the 1960s to the 1990s the parties on the outer flanks, both on the
Left (the Socialist Left - SV) and on the Right (the neo-liberal Progress
Party), increased their strength in general, and among those who have
experienced unemployment in particular. In the 1989 election these two
parties both established a position above 10 percent. In this election, as
well asin the previous one in 1985, these parties obtained disproportionately
high support among the unemployed.

333



‘0661 [N 6861 "SH61 ‘6961 "£561 SAPMIS uonod|g ueidomioN arxinog
(47Q) Aued [e12qr7 maN (JUN) fued saidoag uensuy) (ds) Aued anuad/Aueg ueneidy
“(A) 1e19Q1T = sonsed appI, (AY) sistuua-asiel ‘(dYN) Aued 1sunwwo) '(AS) 427 sieos/(4S) fueg sapdoad isievog = Juip 1o,

(re1e) (ovl) (zis1) (zoE) (egL1) (s81) (rz1r) (191) (zv9)  (8s¢) (2001 = N)
001 001 001 101 001 66 001 001 001 001
11 L1 ]| o[ £ L —_ — — — ey ssarfong
vC i €T 61 réy 74 61 9 81 8 SIATIBAIISUOD)
Sl 8 0z 9] o 11 £ Ll 9¢ 91 saned a|ppiy
Le of 143 €€ L£ S ok £L S €L noqe-]
£l L1 £l L1 9 Tl £ ¥ | £ Sup, 1)91]
moyils -yl Moitam Jim moyiim giim moYis im moyim - Yt sauauadxs
yuawiodwaupn
0661 6861 $861 6961 LS61 1eak uonas|y
juawdopdwaun
0661 685861 $8-1861 695161 11 "M M 210j0d Jo pouag

"(1uaa94g) ssaiqor Fuowy OGH1 Ul 2u13)214d Aued pue (ployasnoH /A selpawi] nay ] ul 1o Ljeuosiag 13Y1s)
wawlopdwaupny jo souspadxgy Moy pue Yy ssoy] Fuowy suonoag Lewswenied 6261 Pue S861 ‘6061 ‘L56l 21 w aatoy)) Aued °1 2qe],

334



Can the change in pattern during the 1980s be interpreted as support for
the policy or incumbency thesis? The propensity of the unemployed to
support Labour has gradually diminished in the elections from 1957 to
1989. Prior to the 1989 election, those with an experience of joblessness
tended to give disproportionate support to Labour irrespective of whether
Labour was in power or not. The policy thesis, in short, receives empirical
support here. In the 1985 election, however, the empirical base for the
policy-oriented thesis was weakened, and the 1989 election represents a
definite break. For the 1989 election the policy-oriented thesis regarding
Labour can be rejected.

But does the 1989 election support the incumbency-oriented thesis? The
pattern of voting among those who have experienced unemployment does
differ somewhat from those without such experience. The jobless seem to
have an affinity for the Progress Party and the Socialist Left. In a way,
both these parties enjoy one privilege in commeon: they have always been
in opposition without governmental responsibility. They have never ruled
and thus never erred. Thus, part of the explanation behind the apparent
attraction these two parties have for the unemployed may be connected to
this factor and as such provides empirical support for the incumbency-
oriented thesis. The most striking feature in Table 1 is, nonetheless, the
overall disappearance of a strong relationship between unemployment and
party choice.

Another perspective on the issue of policy-versus incumbency-oriented
voting is provided by whether voters believe that unemployment at any
time would be worse if another government (either non-socialist or Labour)
had been in power? This perspective includes sociotropic voting - so far
disregarded, i.e. people in work who react against unemployment by voting
for the opposition. In every election survey in the period from 1965 to
1989, the Norwegian Election Studies have posed a question relevant for
such a test.* The proportion of voters who consider that the present
government has done a better job than any aspiring government could have
managed has thereby been identified. From this perspective, if confidence
in a Labour government is systematically higher than in a non-socialist
government, then the policy-oriented thesis is supported. If, on the other
hand, confidence is systematically higher for an opposition government,
then the incumbency-oriented thesis would be supported.

The curve in Figure 1 indicates the share of voters with the most
confidence in the current government (marked on the curve) regarding the
unemployment problem. There is support for the policy-oriented thesis in
the two pronounced drops in confidence following the governmental shift
from Labour to non-socialist governments (1965 to 1969 and 1981 to 1985).
However, neither of the two insignificant increases from a non-socialist
government to Labour (1969 to 1977 and 1985 to 1989) gives the same
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Fig. 1. Voters Who Hold That the Present Government Has Done a Better Job Regarding
Unemployment Than a Shadow Government Would Have Manaped {Percent).

clear-cut evidence. Thus, the empirical picture seems somewhat ambiguous.
The 1985 to 1989 elections are particularly important in this regard, as
these are two elections where unemployment appears as a salient issue.
Compared with the 1960s, trust in government has now declined substan-
tially, the difference between a non-socialist government and a Labour
government being insignificant. It is reasonable to suggest, therefore, that
Figure 1 and Table 1 present the same conclusion: the voters’ trust in
Labour as a party capable of conducting an employment policy significantly
better than an alternative government has dissipated.

The Social Composition Thesis

An alternative explanation for both the decreasing support for Labour
among the jobless in particular and the disappearance of the strong cor-
relation between party choice and joblessness more generally is a change
in the social composition among the unemployed. In the 1930s, the working
class was perhaps especially hard hit by unemployment, in contrast to the
situation in the 1980s, when more of a cross-section of the working popu-
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lation seems to have been affected. This would mean that the observed
linkage between unemployment and party choice can be attributed to the
social background of the unemployed. In attempting to test this assertion
empirically, it is difficult to control for ‘occupation’ among the unemployed.
But since we are operating with retrospective questions, most of those who
have experienced unemployment (either themselves or in their immediate
family/household) are registered by occupation.

There is a further problem, however. As occupation and unemployment
are not always measured at the same point in time, occupational category
may have changed. To guard against this pitfall, the occupation composition
among those with and withowut experience of unemployment (white- and
blue-collar workers, self-employed, farmers/fishermen) has been checked.
The general pattern remains the same in the distributions in 1957, 1969,
1985 and 1989, but the predominance of blue-collar workers among the
jobless has weakened from 1957 to 1989.%. In other words, unemployment
seems to strike with a somewhat less distinct profile in the 1980s than in
the 1930s. If it was possible to control accurately for social background
measured by occupation, the trend in the data — from strong to weak, or
non-existent, correlation between party choice and unemployment — would
certainly be softened somewhat, but the main pattern would, as far as our
data can be analysed, remain basically firm.

An alternative test of the influence of social composition among the
jobless is to take blue-collar workers and divide them according to unem-
ployment. Do blue-collar workers with experience of joblessness vote
Labour more often than those without such experience? Figure 2 shows
that this was the case up to the 1985 election, when the two curves
converge and cross. In fact, in the 1989 election blue-collar workers with no
experience of unemployment voted Labour more often than those who did
have some experience with unemployment. The message from Figure 2 can
thus be interpreted as a rejection of the social composition thesis, i.e. that
the end of the disproportionate support for Labour among the unemployed
was caused by a stronger representation of the middle class among the
jobless. Hence, both the social composition and policy-oriented thesis lack
enduring support and must be rejected. The incumbency thesis, however,
has received some tentative support. This is the status before the final step,
the test of the generation thesis.

The Generation Thesis

In order to test the generation thesis it is first necessary to review the
variation in unemployment during various historical epochs. Second, on
the basis of this variation the population is divided into various generations
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according to unemployment rates in order to investigate the impact of
unemployment on party choice in various generations. Thereafter, the two
generations hardest hit by unemployment — the depression generation
and the second post-war generation — are compared. As the impact of
unemployment on party choice is quite different between these two gen-
erations the question ‘why’ is addressed.

Variation in Unemployment Rate

The beginning of this century up until 1920 was a period of prosperity and
low unemployment in Norway, culminating in a boom period from 1917 to
1918. The 1920s, however, saw the onset of a period characterized by mass
unemployment and strikes among manual workers. Then in the early
1930s, an explosion in unemployment rates occurred in Norway as well as
throughout most of the world. Unemployment figures peaked in 1933,
when one-third of all trade union members in Norway were registered as
unemployed.®

In the 1933 election, Labour was on the offensive against its main foe,
the Conservative Party, a parliamentary supporter party for the minority

338



government derived from the Agrarian Party (later the Centre Party).
According to Labour, unemployment was the responsibility of the non-
socialist government. Free initiative and the market economy had proven
a failure. The capitalistic system, which at one moment would hire people,
would fire them the next. Now the time was ripe for fundamental change.
The government needed to play an active role both as a regulator of the
economy and as an independent economic actor who raised large state
loans.” Labour’s slogan from 1933 was ‘everyone at work’; the solution was
an expansive economic policy characterized by increasing state intervention
and funding. Providing work for the unemployed was expected to have
positive and widespread economic consequences. Spending power would
increase as more people earned money. In fact, Labour’s policy was
formed along lines advocated by Keynes, even though the name was not
mentioned.®

The Conservative camp rejected the slogan ‘everyone at work’ as mis-
leading, prophesying instead that the result would be ‘everyone on the
dole’.? Labour’s expansive policy, it was argued, would lead to a higher
level of taxes with devastating burdens on free enterprise, which in fact
held the key to the solution of the problem. The correct strategy would be
10 cut taxes in order to provide better conditions for free enterprise so that
it could prosper and hire instead of fire workers. The conflict centred
around the classical dividing line between Left and Right: the necessity of
regulating the economy versus the demand for a free market economy.

After the 1933 election, unemployment decreased in Norway and in
19335, supported by the Agrarian Party, the Labour Party came into office.
In light of these and subsequent events, it was easy for people to associate
Labour with being the party which had known the best remedy for economic
recovery and which possessed the capacity to end mass unemployment.
The massive support for Labour among those who had experienced job-
lessness from the 1930s is undoubtedly related to the political situation
which existed during the Great Depression when a non-socialist government
was in office. In addition, the long post-World War II period, characterized
by full employment up through the 1970s, was also a period in which
Labour was in power most of the time. This historical context enabled
Labour to build up a reservoir of trust with respect to unemployment, upon
which the policy-oriented thesis is based.

This long period of low unemployment, however, came to an end. Figure
3 shows the development in the rate of unemployment from 1945 to 1990.1°
The curve indicates a period of stability from 1945 to 1980, with some
seasonal variations. But the 1980s mark the start of a new period with a
higher level of unemployment. During the early 1980s there was an upsurge,
followed by a temporary fall in the mid-1980s. Then at the end of the 1980s
and onset of the 1990s, unemployment levels climbed past the 100000
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mark, or 4.9 percent of the labour force. Since that time unemployment
has continued to climb, and as of 1992 about 6 percent of the labour force
is unemployed (those temporarily engaged in jobs initiated by official
labour market authorities are not included).

During the 1980s, in short, joblessness again surfaced as a serious
societal problem in Norway. In 1986 Labour had succeeded the non-socialist
coalition headed by the Conservative Party leader Kare Willoch. Under
the new Labour government, unemployment had escalated, but was to a
certain degree accepted — on the understanding that this penod of high
unemployment would be short. Labour had, according to its own version,
started the recovery from the devastating effects brought about by the
policies of the previous non-socialist government. In this temporary situa-
tion, unemployment was seen as a necessary evil. But by 1989 unem-
ployment rates had for the first time surpassed the level from 1933, And
in contrast to the 1933 election, the party now had no clear and optimistic
plan for solving the problem. As the 1989 election campaign opened,
Labour was in power and was thus seen as responsible for the high
employment rates. Historically, this meant a break with the past.

To the voter, the well-established image of the Labour Party as the
guarantor of full employment could easily appear crushed. As we have
seen, this suggestion is empirically substantiated (see Table 1 and Figure
1). The empirical support for the policy-thesis has eroded.

By the late 1980s the social context had also changed substantially. The
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heyday of industrial society had passed and been replaced by what is often
labelled as the ‘postindustrial society’. Labour and the Conservatives were
no longer main contestants with highly divergent economic policies and
prescriptions. It is not surprising, then, that the impact of unemployment
on party choice may ditfer from 1933 to 1989. Indeed, the social position
of the jobless is also different today. The establishment of the welfare state
has given the unemployed a more secure material base, thereby weakening
or cancelling the link between joblessness and material need. On the other
hand, such basic material security has not removed the social problems
attached to unemployment. In addition, the relationship between party
choice and unemployment has not been completely dissolved. The two
parties on the outer flanks — the Socialist Left and the Progress Party —
receive disproportionate support among the jobless, an observation we
have attributed to the incumbency thesis.

Unemployment and Generation

The large variation in the rate of unemployment — as well as the shift
in what is regarded as an appropriate political tool in the fight against
unemployment — creates a good position for the formation and demarcation
of different generations. Not surprisingly, in the sociological literature on
generations frequent mention is made of the ‘depression generation’, i.e.
those who had their formative years during the Great Depression of the
1930s. If the formative years coincide with a turbulent period, characterized
for example by recession and unemployment, this ‘Zeitgeist’ may colour
one’s political outlook. Receptivity to impressions during adolescence is a
central premise in the theory of political generations. Another central
element in the generation approach is — as earlier mentioned — that during
an early phase in an individual's life-course, a set of deep-scated values is
established. Basic values are formed early in life, partly because young
people are especially sensitive to new impressions — precisely because they
lack experience. They meet the world with what Mannheim calls ‘fresh
contact’ or a ‘fresh eye’.!' The formative values reflect impressions and
events, forming a ‘natural view of the world’ which functions as a point of
reference through which later experiences are related and interpreted. New
information is assimilated or rejected according to this *natural view of the
world.’

US political scientists have shown that the Great Depression did in fact
have an impact on party choice. An analysis of the 1952 and 1956 presi-
dential election by Campbell and his colleagues (1964) uses the term the
‘depression generation’. The cohorts that grew into adulthood during the
Great Depression and the early days of the New Deal era in the USA
established a seemingly lasting loyalty to the Democratic Party.'? In retro-
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spect, we can recognize that the high level of unemployment was important
in forming the depression generation in two ways. First, many of this
generation experienced for themselves the negative effects of unem-
ployment. Second, unemployment - its causes and consequences — during
these years was a highly debated topic, an issue of first order. The pros
and cons brought up in the course of these discussions provided arguments
for supporting the various party alternatives.

The demarcation of a political generation is dependent on important
historical events rather than on a fixed interval of years. If nothing changes
in the societal framework, if there is a traditional society which rejects or
suppresses every new trend, then it is impossible to distinguish between
different generations. For a new generation to be moulded, there have to
be important events which give a specific historical-social consciousness to
certain cohorts. A political generation is, as a group, exposed to the same
impressions or events: these can last for many years, or a shorter interval.
Each generation receives a distinctive imprint from the social and political
events of its youth.

A society in transition and confronted with fundamental changes meets
the conditions for the appearance of differing political generations. Thus,
partly on the basis of variations in the rate of unemployment, Norway's
population may be divided into five political generations. The two oldest
groups are commonly labelled the I905 generation and the depression
generation respectively. Both experienced the recession in the 1930s, but
these hard times hit them at different stages of their life-course and have
thus had unequal effects. The 1905 generation experienced the critical
years — their formative years — in a period with low unemployment, the
years before the Great Depression. The label *1905 generation’ refers to
the most important event in Norway at the beginning of the century: not
World War I — during which Norway remained neutral — but the dissolution
of the union with Sweden, effective as of 1905. The depression generation,
by contrast, was socialized into a society characterized by a high rate of
unemployment. Consequently, we can expect unemployment to have made
an imprint on their political orientation.

Those born after World War 1I comprise two additional groups, the
first post-war generation (the ‘1968 generation) and the second post-war
generation. The first post-war generation had their adolescence in a newly
established affluent society, marked by the belief that progress was the
norm. The period was characterized by full employment, so young people
could choose their education without anxious consideration for demands
from the labour market. The second post-war generation acquired the right
to vote in the late 1970s and the early 1980s. This was concomitant with
the swing to the right, to which in fact the second post-war generation
contributed. During their adolescence the second post-war generation
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presumably took the affluent society for granted, just as the first post-war
generation had taken the societal progress for granted. This generation was
maturing into adulthood in the mid-1970s, when international economic
trends shifted. The oil crisis of 1973 marked a turning point, followed by
persistent and long-lasting unemployment trends. However, Norway as
an oil-producing country initially managed to protect itself against this
international trend, and sustained during the 1970s a situation of almost
full employment. But with the 1980s came a break with this period of full
employment, and joblessness appeared as a seemingly ineradicable evil.
Thus the second post-war generation found itself confronted with a labour
market which had a limited demand for labour just at the moment when
this generation was finishing its years of schooling.

Finally, immediately prior to the two post-war generations, we find the
rebuilding generation, i.e. the cohorts who reached adulthood just after
World War II in a period when ideologies were declared ‘dead’. The
rebuilding generation had their formative years in a period marked by
rationing and shortage of goods, but with ‘everyone at work’.

The exact demarcation of the birth-years of the cohorts comprising the
various generations is ultimately based on judgement. Although the div-
iding lines may thus be set somewhat arbitrarily, certain cohorts in every
generation, it can be argued, represent ‘core troops’ which exemplify the
most typical features of the generation. In short, the choice of division
points between the generations in terms of birth-year can be debated, but
the dividing lines appear to be valid, at least with respect to the core troops
(cf. Table 2).

The four Norwegian Election Studies give a rough measure of unem-
ployment between generations and wvariations over time. As noted
previously, the wording of the questions differs somewhat, making it
impossible to register exact levels. Inasmuch as our interest is concentrated
on the impact of unemployment, however, and not unemployment as such,
this deficiency is not of crucial importance.

Table 2 indicates experience of unemployment at various times by gen-
eration. The results partly confirm what we may reasonably expect from
more reliable statistical sources. Three out of four distributions in Table 2
reveal a generation profile. That this is not the case for the 1969 distribution
indicates that unemployment in the post-war era (1945-69) was a marginal
problem which often lasted only a short period. When unemployment
increases, then those young people looking for their first job are especially
vulnerable. Consequently, before World War II it was the depression
generation who reported the highest level of unemployment experiences,
whereas during the 1980s the second post-war generation held the number
one position in the ranking of high unemployment. During the 1980s the
lowest unemployment was registered by the depression generation — which
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Table 2. Those Who {Either Personally or in Their Immediate Family or Household) Have
Experienced Unemployment, by Generation {Percent).

Period of unemployment Before W. W. Il 194569 1981-85 198589
Year of study 1957 1969 1985 1989
Second post-war g. (1961-) — —_ 23 30
First post-war g. (1946-60) — 13 10 16
Rebuilding gen. {1926-25) 29 14 10 18
Depression gen. {1906-25) 38 14 2 5
1905 gen'. (-1905) 32 10 —_ —
Weighted average 34 13 10 18
(N = 100 %)
(1961-) —_ — 347 512
{1946-560) — 126 675 702
{1926-45) 146 471 638 598
{1906-25) 630 612 509 376
(-1905) 544 274 — —
1320 1480 2170 2188

Source: Norwegian Election Studies 1957, 1969, 1985, 1989.

must be related to the fact that many of this generation had by then
retired. In studying the impact of unemployment on party choice, these two
generations — the depression generation and the second post-war generation —
are of particular interest since they have been especially hard hit by
unemployment.

Let us take a look at the impact of unemployment on party choice in
each of the various generations. For simplicity we concentrate on Labour
and the Conservatives, the two main parties. In Table 3 it is shown that
the impact of the Great Depression was especially clear-cut among those
who experienced unemployment in those days: in this social group there is
a pronounced tendency to support the Labour Party and not the Con-
servatives. The 1957 election study, for example, shows that the Con-
servatives’ weak position in the depression generation was almost exclusively
due to the scant support from those with experience of unemployment
before World War II; of these individuals, 5 percent voted for the Con-
servatives and 78 percent for Labour (see Table 3).

In Table 1, a systematic pattern in the 1957, 1969 and 1985 elections is
observed with Labour gaining disproportionately many voters from those
who had experienced joblessness, and the Conservatives disproportionately
few. This pattern is the same when we control for generation, at least until
more recent times. Concerning the 1989 election, however, Table 3 clearly
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Table 4. Party Choice in the 1957 and 1989 Parliamentary Elections by Experience of
Unemployment and Generation (Percent).

Second post-war

Generation Depression gen. gen.
Year of Study 1957 1989
Unemployment

experience with without with without
Left Wing 4 1 20 16
Labour 78 44 23 24
Middle parties 13 36 12 14
Conservatives 5 20 19 29
Progress Party — — 26 17
Total 100 101 100 100
(N = 100%) (103) (295) (109) (287)

‘Left Wing' = Socialist People's Party (SF)/Socialist Left {(5V), Communist Party (NKP),
Marxist-Leninists (RY) ‘Middle Parties’ = Liberal (V), Agrarian Party/Centre Party (SP),
Christian People’s Party (KRF), New Liberal Party (DLF).

Source: Norwegian Election Studies 1957, 1989,

shows that Labour no longer has this strong position among the jobless in
the two post-war generations.

The Depression Generation versus the Second Post-war Generation

Table 4 compares the relationship between joblessness and party choice in
the depression generation and the second post-war generation. In the 1980s
Labour totally lost its former strong appeal to the unemployed. In fact, the
new Progress Party was the party that attracted most voters from among
those who had experienced unemployment in the second post-war gener-
ation. As the empirical base for this group is somewhat meagre (109
respondents) this position for the Progress Party will not be stressed unduly,
but more generally the Progress Party seems to appeal to the jobless from
younger age brackets. Consequently, our suspicion that age or generation
was operating as a prior variable with the capacity to cancel the relationship
between unemployment and party choice can for the moment be rejected.

Discussion and Conclusion

So far the disproportionate support for the Progress Party and the Socialist
Left has been interpreted in light of the incumbency-oriented thesis. Other
possible interpretations ought to be mentioned, however. In a review
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Table 5. Percentage who Agree with the Statement ‘Full Employment Can More Easily be
Secured if the Government Gets Influence Over the Activity of Banks and Large Firms', by
Experience of Unemployment.*

No

Experience of experience of

unemployment unemployment Sum
1969 76 53 55
1985 38 36 36
(N = 100%)
1969 142 958 1130
1983 151 1413 1366

* ‘Fully agree” and *partly agree’ are combined. *Don’t know™ and ‘both/and’ are excluded.
Source: Norwegian Election Studies 1969, 1985,

article about right-wing extremism in post-war Europe, Klaus von Beyme
differentiates between various waves of the development of right-wing
extremist parties. He comments: ‘A third phase of right-wing extremism
was caused by unemployment and xenophobia at the end of a long pros-
perous period’ (Beyme 1988, 11). However, von Beyme does not discuss
why this relationship between unemployment and the right-wing extremism
party has arisen. There is, of course, a tradition of linking unemployment
with political extremism. Extremists appeal to discontented voters. In this
connection we could briefly mention that in Sweden, too, the recently
launched New Democracy Party (a sister party to Norway's Progress Party)
in its first election in 1991 gained strong support among the jobless.!?
New Democracy Party as well as the Progress Party ardently oppose
state-interventionist policy in the economy. To boost employment, they
defend a market policy similar to the position held by the Conservatives in
the 1930s. This political programme for employment apparently attracted
voters to the Progress Party in the 1980s. However, only half a century
ago, this same programme deterred voters from supporting the Conserva-
tives. This shift offers a platform for an alternative interpretation. Support
for state interventionism in the economy has declined. In the 1969 and 1985
election study, respondents were asked whether they agreed or disagreed
with the statement: ‘If the government gets more influence over the opera-
tions of the banks and industrial enterprises, full employment will be more
easily ensured’. Responses to this question are presented in Table 5, where
‘experience of unemployment’ is also introduced as a control variable. Two
conclusions can be drawn from the results displayed: (i) belief in the
necessity of state regulation in the economy has fallen from 1969 to 1985,
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and even more important, (ii) belief in state intervention is, in 1985,
independent of experience of unemployment. This was not the case in
1969, when those who had experienced being jobless were significantly
more supportive towards state regulation of the economy. The majority
of those who in the 1980s experienced unemployment did not regard
governmental regulation of the market forces as a suitable instrument for
ensuring full employment. When the large majority of voters feel that
the politicians lack the tools to solve the unemployment problem, then
unemployment no longer seems a salient issue of consequence for the
election strength of the various parties.

The impact of unemployment on party choice is obviously related to the
political debate. With good reasons Visser & Wijnhoven (1990) underscore
ideological discourse in their discussion of why Conservative governments
have not been punished electorally for mass unemployment. Conservatives
have criticized a state-interventionist policy and defended a market-
oriented position. In this connection, having lower inflation has been
emphasized, and rising unemployment has been regarded as a necessary
condition for reaching that goal.

Further, it has been stressed that, in the long run, profitable capital
accumulation rather than state intervention in the economy has the poten-
tial to raise employment. The point is that a certain degree of unem-
ployment is perceived as unavoidable in the market economy, and state
intervention in the economy would only make bad matters worse. Conse-
quently, diminishing responsibility for full employment is placed on the
politicians. Once the question is reduced to how the market is functioning,
then politicians can be easily excused.

In Norway, the neoliberal Progress Party appears as the most ardent
defender of market economy and offers a prescription on how to solve
unemployment: more market and less state will speed up the economy.
The party’s appeal among the jobless can thus make sense. However, the
Progress Party also wishes to restrict financial benefits to the unemployed.
Is then a jobless person who votes for the Progress Party an example of
the irrational voter? Not necessarily. The unemployed of the depression
generation associate the expansive state — in the role as a forceful actor in
the economy — with full employment and recovery from the Great Depres-
sion. By contrast, the young unemployed in the 1980s readily perceive the
expansive state as a troublemaker. What was medicine for one generation
becomes poison for another.

Much as was the case in the US, unemployment during the Great
Depression in Norway had a clear-cut impact on party choice. By the 1980s,
however, the correlation between unemployment and party choice had
nearly disappeared. Voters’ trust in Labour as guarantor of full employment
has gradually vanished. Consequently; the policy-oriented thesis has been
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undermined. However, only to a restricted degree has the rejection of this
thesis been replaced by the incumbency thesis: the two parties which gain
a somewhat disproportionate share of voters from the unemployed, the
Progress Party and the Socialist Left, have never ruled and thus enjoy a
privileged position vis-a-vis the present and former incumbent parties.

However, there are alternative interpretations in addition to the incum-
bency thesis and the policy thesis. A third thesis - the social composition
thesis — has been rejected. This thesis asserts that the end of the strong
support for Labour among the jobless is due to a change in the social
composition of the unemployed with a sharp decline in blue-collar workers.

A fourth thesis, the generation thesis, is based on the assumption that
the most receptive period is in an early phase in the life-course. In this
period, basic values are formed and party preferences are established, if
not fixed, for ever. The generation approach, however, is irrelevant in a
traditional society which rejects or suppresses every new trend. Changes
must occur in the societal framework. Concerning unemployment, there
have indeed been changes in Norway. Unemployment rates have varied, as
has what is regarded as appropriate political solutions to boost employment.
This is an obvious reason for the empirical support which the generation
thesis receives. The impact of unemployment on party choice does vary
according to generation. The pattern between joblessness and party choice
is indeed different in the two generations hardest hit by unemployment,
the depression generation and the second post-war generation. For the
depression generation, support for Labour among those hit by unem-
ployment in the 1930s was massive. That is not the case for those in the
second post-war generation who experienced unemployment in the 1980s.
One reason is that in the post-industrial society Labour and the Con-
servatives are no longer the main contestants with respect to labour market
policy. The neo-liberalist alternative represents a challenge to old solutions
with its own recipe for solving the unemployment problem — more market,
less state. In the late 1980s this message would seem to have an appeal to
the jobless in the younger age brackets.

Some reservations to this conclusion should also be mentioned. We have
tested electoral impact by mapping party votes and have disregarded non-
voting. Various empirical investigations have, however, substantiated that
the jobless are more likely to be absentees at the polls (Banks & Ullah
1987, Lipset 1981). This is in line with an observation that unemployed
persons can become apathetic and feel disintegrated from social networks
in working life. Non-voting is of course also an electoral impact of special
importance if the absentees hide party preferences which deviate from
those of the jobless who vote. Unfortunately. we lack empirical data to
test such a proposition. In addition, there is the possibility that unem-
ployment also has a negative impact on voting turnout among people in
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work: if the politicians cannot manage to solve such a serious problem,
why bother to vote?

Finally, a methodological reservation should be mentioned. Cross-sec-
tional data have been used from five different time-points. With longitudinal
data — or a panel study - we could have followed the voter from one
election to the next and distinguished between party choice before and after
unemployment. In this way we could have differentiated between the short-
term and long-term unemployed.'*

Despite such deficiencies in our data, there is good reason to trust the
main conclusion. The developmental trend seems indeed clear-cut, and
another recent study of five European countries confirms that the Norweg-
ian case is not unique (Visser & Wijnhoven 1990). Perhaps the explanation
is simple enough: no party has managed to convince the jobless that it
holds the key to higher employment. A feeling of inevitability accompanies
today’s mass unemployment. Indeed, this gives no optimistic prognosis for
the years to come. Concerning the future, however, a caveat is in order: if
the unemployment problem increases and the long-term jobless accumu-
late, a conclusion based on elections in the post-war period up to 1989 can
easily become invalid.
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NMOTES

1. The 1957 question: ‘Before World War 11, it was, as you know, difficult to get a job.
Can you remember if your lather, yourself or any of your immediate family were
unemployed for any length of time in this period? The 1969 question: ‘Have you or
any of your immediate family been unemployed for more than 2-3 months after World
War 17 (i) Yes, myself; {ii) Yes, immediate family; (iii) Mo; (iv) Cannot remember.
The 1985 and 1989 question: *Have you or any in your houschold been unemployed
or experienced major problems in getting a job during the last four years? (i) Yes
{myself or my household); (ii) Problems with getting a job; (iii) No; (iv) Retired, not
working.

2 Another factor concerns age. The lower age-limit for respondents in 1985 and 1989
was 18 years of age. This means that four years earlier the youngest ones were only
14 years of age, with no possibilities for personal experiences from unemployment.
But as the question also concerned unemployment in the household, 1t is not necessary
to include only those old enough to have a job. In the 1957 and 1969 election study,
respondents were 20 years of age or older. As mentioned, in 1957 the question related
to experiences from 1940 and earlier. One reasonable demand is that the respondent
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1.

12.

must be old enough consciously to register unemployment. For this reason, we have
chosen to exclude from further analysis those who were nine years of age or younger
in 1940. For the 1957 study, in other words, only cohorts born in 1930 or earlier are
the object of analysis.

This was a period in which there was a non-socialist government, with two exceptions:
a Labour Party government was in power for two weeks in 1928 and again from 1935
to 194,

The question was: *In recent years a Labour government (or a non-socialist govern-
ment) has been in power. Let us have a look at the policy which has been pursued in
various ficlds. Suppose that we in recent vears instcad had a non-socialist government
{or a Labour government): Do you believe that the unemployment rate would have
been (i) higher: (ii) much the same; (iii) lower: (iv) don’t know, impossible to answer?"
In 1957 the proportion of blue-collar workers among those with and without experience
of unemployment was 61 percent (with) and 39 percent (without) respectively. The
corresponding figures from the 1985 election study were 45 percent (with) versus 33
percent (withour), and in 1989 40 pereent (with) versus 31 percent {withour).

This percentage is based on figures from those trade unions which had available
statistics. These statistics are often regarded as the most reliable, but there are also
pitfalls in the interpretation of such figures. Not every trade union has an arrangement
with unemployment insurance and is thereby forced 1o have files with reliable statistics.
In addition, when the statistics are based on trade unionists. not only are employees
without trade union affiliation excluded, but also youth who for the first time apply
for a job and have never been confronted with the possibility of joining a trade union.
Moreover, trade union statistics provide only a partial indication of the total amount
of unemployment. To get closer to the exact figures we have to rely on a variety of
not altogether adequate material (cf. Bull 1979). One Morwegian statistician, for
instance, estimated the number of unemployed in 1933 - defined as persons actively
trying to find jobs without succceding — to be 101 500 (Tuveng 1946, 86), or approxi-
mately 8.1 percent of the labour force. (Based on the corresponding figure in the 1930
census, 1227284, weighted for the increase in the population from 1930 to 1933 (1.5
percent), it is possible to estimate the total working force in 1933 at 1245659.) But
cven this figure seems to be misleadingly low. Among other things, those who were
working reduced hours are ¢xcluded.

See for example editorial articles in the Oslo Labour daily Arbeiderbladet, 3 and 14
October 1933,

However, two Norwegian economists did play a role, Ole Colbjgrnsen and Axel
Semme. They presented a three-year plan which concluded that it was possible o
create 150000 new jobs by an active economic policy that involved raising large
governmental loans.

From the Oslo conservative daily, Aftenposien, 14 October 1933,

From 1945 we have reliable statistics on unemployment: official statistics have recorded
everyone who is registered as jobless at labour exchange offices.

Which phase in the life-course is the most impressionable peried in constituting a basis
for one's formative years? Although Mannheim’s essay 15 not empirically anchored,
he did touch on the problem. The lower limit, the start of the receptive period when
new impressions are easily assimilated, is by Mannheim stipulated to around 17 years
of age. The upper limit, the time when the “natural view of world’ has become
established in more or less final form, is in a footnote set to approximately 25 years
of age. The reference is to a French linguist (A. Meillet), who has claimed that one’s
spoken language — pronunciation and vocabulary — ceases to change in a substantial
way after the age of 25 (Mannheim 1980).

The loser was the Republican Party. With the New Deal era came a massive shift
away from the Republican Party: *The program of welfare legislation of the New Deal
and the extraordinary personality of its major exponent, Franklin D. Roosevelt,
brought aboul a profound realignment of party strength, which has endured in larpe
parl up to the present time™ (Campbell et al. 1964, 276). More recent studies. like that
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by Glenn & Hefner (1972), provide Turther evidence on the lasting impact which the
Great Depression and the New Deal had on party choice.

13. According to an Exit Poll conducted by Sveriges Radio, 13 percent among the jobless
voted for New Democracy compared with 6 percent who voted for the party in the
sample.

14, Denmark has experienced a longer period of large-scale unemployment than Norway.
In the 1970s, mass unemployment in Denmark seems to have insignificant impact on
party choice. During the 1980s, as the long-term unemployed accumulated, they began
o appear as a group with a rather distinct party profile, preferring parties of the
outermost left wing {Goul Andersen 1989, 191; Svensson & Togeby 1991, 73),
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work: if the politicians cannot manage to solve such a serious problem,
why bother to vote?

Finally, a methodological reservation should be mentioned. Cross-sec-
tional data have been used from five different time-points. With longitudinal
data — or a panel study - we could have followed the voter from one
election to the next and distinguished between party choice before and after
unemployment. In this way we could have differentiated between the short-
term and long-term unemployed.'*

Despite such deficiencies in our data, there is good reason to trust the
main conclusion. The developmental trend seems indeed clear-cut, and
another recent study of five European countries confirms that the Norweg-
ian case is not unique (Visser & Wijnhoven 1990). Perhaps the explanation
is simple enough: no party has managed to convince the jobless that it
holds the key to higher employment. A feeling of inevitability accompanies
today’s mass unemployment. Indeed, this gives no optimistic prognosis for
the years to come. Concerning the future, however, a caveat is in order: if
the unemployment problem increases and the long-term jobless accumu-
late, a conclusion based on elections in the post-war period up to 1989 can
easily become invalid.
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NMOTES

1. The 1957 question: ‘Before World War 11, it was, as you know, difficult to get a job.
Can you remember if your lather, yourself or any of your immediate family were
unemployed for any length of time in this period? The 1969 question: ‘Have you or
any of your immediate family been unemployed for more than 2-3 months after World
War 17 (i) Yes, myself; {ii) Yes, immediate family; (iii) Mo; (iv) Cannot remember.
The 1985 and 1989 question: *Have you or any in your houschold been unemployed
or experienced major problems in getting a job during the last four years? (i) Yes
{myself or my household); (ii) Problems with getting a job; (iii) No; (iv) Retired, not
working.

2 Another factor concerns age. The lower age-limit for respondents in 1985 and 1989
was 18 years of age. This means that four years earlier the youngest ones were only
14 years of age, with no possibilities for personal experiences from unemployment.
But as the question also concerned unemployment in the household, 1t is not necessary
to include only those old enough to have a job. In the 1957 and 1969 election study,
respondents were 20 years of age or older. As mentioned, in 1957 the question related
to experiences from 1940 and earlier. One reasonable demand is that the respondent
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