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The 1998 Swedish general election was a protest ¢lection primarnly against the Social Demo-
cratic Party. The party was hit by a debate on deceit when the unpepular financial restructuring
policy was implemented. Disappointed social demoeratic voters from the 1994 election flocked
to the Left Party, Others did not vote at all. The electoral turnout dropped to £1.4 percent;
the lowest level in a parliamentary election since the election of 1938, A turnout of §1.4 percent
is not particularly low from an international perspective, but it has received a great deal of
attention in the political debate. Certain signs do indicate that there has been 2 general de-
waluation of voling as a means of exercising political influence among large groups of volers,
Oiher forms of influence are perecived as being more meaningful. A sense of meaninglessness,
of individual and institutional poweelessness, also seems to be spreading to social groups that
have traditionally had a fundamental trust in the political system,

An Historic but Undramatic Election

In the Swedish general election of 1998, the Social Democratic Party had
ils poorest election results since the introduction of democracy in Sweden in
1921. The party received 36.4 percent of the votes, a decline of 8.9 percent
compared to the 1994 election.' The stunning election defeat did not result
in any shift in government, but the social democratic minority government
saw ils parliamentary position dramatically weakened.

The outcome of the election was listonic in other respects as well. The
electoral turnout was the lowest since the election of 1938, In addition to
the Social Democrats’ catastrophic election, two other parties also recorded
their worst election results ever, The Center Party and the Liberal Party
continued the electoral decline they have been experiencing for a consider-
able time. The two centrist parties, which mobilized more than 35 percent
of the voters as recently as the election of 1976, together attracted fewer
than 10 percent in 1998, The Center Party garncred 5.1 percent and the
Liberal Party 4.7 percent of the votes. Thus, both parties find themselves
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Table 1. Election Resulls in the Swedish Parliamentary Election of 20 September 20, 1998

Party Voles Percentage Seats
Social Democratic Party 1,914,426 4 (-850 131 (=30
Moderate Party 1,204,926 21.9 (+0.5) B2 (+2)
‘Left Party 631,011 12.0 {+58) 43 (+2I)
Christian Democratic Party 619, 046 118 (+7.7) 42 (+2N)
Center Party 269 Te2 51 (=2.6) 18 (=%
Liberal Party 245 076 47 (2.5 17 (=%
CGireen Party 236,699 4.5 (—0.5) 6 (=2}
{iher parties 137,176 2.6 (+0.5)

Toral percens T

Blank/invalid ballots 113 466

Total voles cast 5.374,588

Enfranchised population 6,603,129

Vaoter participation, percentage 81,39 [(—-54)

Note: Figures in parentheses indicate changes compared to 1994 results,

very near the 4 percent threshold and risk elimination from the parliament
if the downward trend cannot be arrested.

Meanwhile, tlwo parties achieved their best results ever: the Left Party
(12 percent) and the Christian Democratic Party (11.8 percent). While the
success of the Left Party was expected — the party had recorded high
numbers in opinion polls throughout the entire mandate period and had
also gained strong support during the EU parliament election of 19935 — the
rise of the Christian Democrats, which took place mainly during the final
stages of the clection campaign, was sensational

Despite a minor advance, the election was a disappointment for the
Moderate Party. Expectlations within the party were high. During the man-
date period, opinion polls had shown considerably stronger support than
evidenced in the election resulis. The year prior to the election, polls showed
popular support of the party between 30 and 35 percent; it was for a briel
period the most popular party in the country.

The non-socialist opposition strengthened its position somewhat - the
four parties together won eleven new — scals but since the Green Party
declared its intention Lo support a social democratic government, the Red-
Green leftist block majority was never really threatened. However, had the
CGireen Party fallen below the four percent threshold, the majority would
have been jeopardized. The leftist block majority during the current man-
date period is secure (190 scalts versus 159),

The Election Campaign

The election campaign was perceived as undramatic by many. The struggle
for governing power scemed decided before the campaign even gol started,
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and the 1ssues that dominated the election debate were of traditional ilk -
unemployment, the economy and social welfare. The election may be de-
scribed as a traditional left-right election (see Oscarsson 1998). Competing
conflict dimensions were given limited scope in the election debate. [ssues
aside from those that fall under the left-right dimension trailed the list of
clection issues considered important by voters (sce Table 2).

During the mandate period of 1994-92, a comprehensive recovery of siate
Jinances ook place, which came to influence the conditions of the election
campaign in several ways. Tax increases and cutbacks in the public sector
were both instituted. The ageregate budget reinforcement gained through
the financial restructuring policy amounted during the period to SEK 1255
billion. The justification for the unpopular policy (which was the main
reason for the Social Democratic Party's election losses according to the
study of their own analysis group)® was that its ultimate purpose was to
reestablish the primacy of politics and safeguard democracy. “The borrower
is servant to the lender,” preached Prime Minister Géran Persson (Persson
1997).

This policy led to more favorable opinion of the parties on the left and
right flanks, the Left Party and the Moderate Party. The cutbacks gave the
Left Party an opportunity to win voters from the governing party’s left
wing, which was reflected not only in the opinion polls during the mandate
period, but also in the election itself. For the Moderate Party, the tax hikes
and the decision o begin dismantling Swedish nuclear power plants
provided the party’s first opportunity to make inroads into social demo-
cratic voter groups. The government’s policy thus engendered discontent
from two dircctions at the same Ume, Volers on the left wing of the Social
Democratic Party were frustrated over the cutbacks, while voters on the
party’s right wing were irritated over a perceived inability o achieve poli-
tical renewal. In contrast to the Left Party, however, the Moderate Party
was unable to fully attract discontented social democrats, As the election
approached, it was instead the Christian Democrats who benefited from
voter discontent. Nine percent of the Christian Democratic Party’s votlers
came from the Social Democratic Party.

The economy recovered during 1997, Although unemplovment remained
high, an increasing number of curves were now pointing in the right direction.
Interest rates and inflation dropped, growth accelerated. and in Oc¢tober
1997, the Natonal Debt Office forecast showed that the national budget was
expected o yield a surplus in 1998, A change of course was announced at
the Social Democratic Party congress in September 1997, The state financial
crisis was declared averted and a return to traditional social democrane
wellare policy would take place. Investments in the core sectors of the welfare
state - health care, education and social welfare - would be imtiated. These
issues were later to dominate the election campaign, "Health care-cducation-
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social welfare’ became something of a mantra for all parties during the
campaign.

Table 2 shows that the agenda for the campaign - set by the governing
party a year before the election at the Social Democratic Party congress in
September 1997 — turned out well. Alongside the economy, volers were
most interested in traditional welfare policies. There were, however, differ-
ences based on voler party affiliation. Moderate Party volers ascribed
greater significance to the tax issue for their party vote than did other
voters, and correspondingly, Green Party voters considered environmental
issues to be the most critical.

The issue of government was, as usual, the object of great attention, but
in the 1998 election in a different way than usual. Few pundits saw a shift of
government as likely. The debate thus primarnly came to be about which
parties might possibly support the social democrats after the election. That
both the Left Party and the Green Party would support a social democratic
ministry rather than a non-socialist government dominated by the Moder-
ate Party was naturally considered self-evident. There were other possible
alternatives for the government. Between 1995 and 1998, there had been an
institutionalized collaboration between the social democrats and the Center
Party. The collaboration was so exiensive that 1t was, in practice, an infor-
mal coalition government.

However, the Center Party’s future preferences were somewhat unclear
prior 1o the ¢lection. Did the party, which had changed leadership just

Table 2. Voters Who Indicated that Particular Issues were of *Gireat Significance” for their
Pariy Yote. Percent

[ssue Of preat significance for the party voie
Schools and education b3
Employment 58
Economy 57
Healthcare 55
Eldercare Aty
Childcare 43
Law and order 40
Taxes 16
Ciender equality 16
Business climate 3z
Fensions 31
Energy/MNuclear power 30
EU/EMU 25
Environment 27
Refugees L]

Sowrcer Swedish Television's exit poll 1995 (the ssues reported were compiled from fixed
response allernatives).®
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before the election, want to be part of a non-socialist government, or did
they prefer continued collaboration with the social democrats? The social
democrats’ preferences in the government issue were also unclear, Did the
party intend to continue collaborating across block lines and, if so, with
which party? Or did they prefer collaboration with the Left Party and, if so,
in what form? The question was of fundamental interest, since the govern-
ment was formed in 1994 with parliamentary support from the Left Party,
but governed dunng the mandate period with the support of the Center
Party. The switch of collaborative partners was justified by saying that the
Left Party was ‘unreliable” and ‘not ready to assume responsibility.”’

The lack of clarity gave rise to a debate among political scientists during
the election campaign. Leil Lewin asserted in a guest editonal in Dagens
Myheter (Lewin 1998a) that the absence of ¢lear indications with respect to
the government by the Center Party and the social democrats represented
an ‘elitist and authoritarian view of democracy,” with roots in the pre-
democratic tradition of King Oscar [I in the 1800s. Voters were kept in the
dark, thus setting aside their opportunities to demand political account-
ability. In Lewin's opinion, the culture of cooperation that characterizes
Swedish politics is behind the growing distrust of politicians and politics.
There is, he said, ‘unambiguous’ empirical evidence that distrust is less prev-
alent in majoritanan systems than in consensual systems. Lewin therefore
recommended that all parties clearly declare with whom they intended to
collaborate during the subsequent mandate period (see also Lewin 1998b).

Olof Buin argued against this interpretation. In his opinion, it was urgent
that the parties make their positions on various issues clear rather than talk
about the government 1ssue. Stating preferences about the formation of
the government could lead to deadlocks that would make it more difficult 1o
reach the type of agreements necessary in minority parliamentary systems.
As for the connection between cross-party collaboration and distrust of
politicians, he questioned Lewin's interpretation. There is no authoritative
evidence that there is greater distrust in consensual democracies according
to Ruin (Ruin 199%),

As far as | am able to judge, Ruin’s interpretation of the research status
is correct. Theories on the cause of growing distrust of politicians are many
and conflicting. Unfortunately, none of the theorics carry any general ex-
planatory force. Distrust of politicians has many faces, of completely dis-
parate natures, and thus has various explanations (Moller 1998). Lewin's
argument appears reasonable to the extent that the act of voting may scem
less meaningful if the voter does not know what preferences the parties have
with respect to the government issue, but there is no strong empirical evi-
dence to speak of.® Certainly, there is a belief that those in control have
entered into a quict conspiracy and that underneath it all they agree about
most things, i.c., that there 15 excessive collaboration, but it is equally com-
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mon that citizens distrust politicians because they are thought to collabor-
ate too little (Maller 1999).

The Veier Stream

There is still a great deal of flux between parties in Swedish politics, but it
scems Lo have been less extensive in 1998 than in the two previous elections in
1991 and 1994, when party mobility was around 30 percent. However,
shightly more than every fourth voter (27 percent) switched parties between
1994 and 1998. Considering that this time as - opposed to the three preceding
elections — no new parties won seats in the parliament, 27 percent may be
regarded as a high figure. Most party switches in this round occurred within
the two blocks - the non-socialist versus the socialist (Oscarsson 1998).°

The Christian Democratic Party and the Moderate Party were best at
maobilizing their former voters. Both parties were able to retain 80 percent
of those who voted for them in 1994, The Center Party, Green Party and
Liberal Party did not perform as well, succeeding in mobilizing only slightly
more than half of their voters from 1994 (57, 55, and 33 percent).

Where did the parties that were exceptionally successful in 1998 - the
Christian Democratic Party and the Left Party - get their new voters?

Not surprisingly, the Left Party picked up most of its new volers from
the social democrats. Just under one third (30 percent) of the party’s voters
came from the governing party. The greatest voter stream occurred between
these parties. A more detailed analysis also shows that it was precisely those
voter groups that the Left Party targeted in an attempt to win new volers
that in fact switched parties: members of the Swedish Trade Union Con-
federation (LO), women, the uncmployed and public scctor employees.
Among LO members, the social democrats recorded a dramatic dechine:
from 66 percent in 1994 to 52 percent in 1998, Every fifth LO member voted
for the Left Party in 1998, which 1s by far the highest level in history. In
1991, only four percent of LO members voted for the Left Party (Gilljam &
Holmberg 1995:103). Among the unemploved, the scales were aboul even
between the two labor parties: 33 percent voled for the social democrats
and 28 pereent for the Left Party. This may be seen as onc of several
indicators that the 1998 Swedish election was a protest clection. The
governing Social Democratic Party was abandoned by its traditional social
democratic voter groups, who cither votled for the Left Party or did not vote
al all.

Thus, the Left Party managed to break into groups that had traditionally
been regarded as social democratic core groups. Those who moved rom
the Social Democratic Party to the Left Party were charactenized by their
view of themselves as standing ‘clearly on the left,” by their low confidence
in politicians, and by their opposition to Swedish membership in the EM U,
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Another wide voter stream went from the Moderate Party to the Christian
Democratic Party. Just over every fourth Christian democratic voler in
1998 (27 percent) voted for the Moderate Party in 1994, The party also
attracted a considerable number of voters from the Liberal Party (10
percent), the Center Party (9 pereent) and the Social Democratic Party (8
percent}.

Also many among those who switched from the Moderate Party to the
Christian Democrats had little trust in politicians, This indicates that the
1998 clection cannot solely be characterized as a protest against the sitting
government, but also against both of the major parties that have long
dominated the political arena.

Oscarsson interprets the shift from ‘centrist parties to flank parties’ as
an ‘ideological protest against the centrist collaboration that had taken
place’ (Oscarsson 1998), ie., the collaboration across block lines between
the Social Democratic Party and the Center Party. As a description of the
voler stream from the governing party to the Left Party, this is certainly
correct. One can also state that the parties perceived by the electorate as
being furthest to the right - the Moderate Party and the Christian Demo-
crats — both strengthened their positions. However, there was simultane-
ously a significant voter switch between these parties, which means that it is
first and foremost still relevant to speak of a protest against the two largest
partics. [n both cases, it seems there were ideological reasons for the protest.
However, while the protest vote within the leftist block may be deseribed
4 a reaction against a government policy oriented towards the center, the
protest vole within the non-socialist block may more correctly be seen as a
reaction to the politics of the Moderate Party, which had, in the voters’
eyes, become far oo onented towards the right.

Social Differences

Class voting 15 still a highly significant factor in Swedish politics. All five
traditional parties were formed during the shift from an agricultural to an
industrial society, and still retain their class-oriented profiles to a great
extent. Two thirds of the collective working class and almost three quarters
of LO members vote for either the Social Democratic Party or the Left
Party; the Center Party always mobilizes nearly half of all farmers; the
Liberal Party sull has a strong position among white collar workers and
academics (12 percent of members of the Swedish Confederation of Pro-
fessional Associations); and nearly half of all business owners (44 percent)
vote for the Moderate Party.,

During the 1990s, the gender gap has become progressively wider in
Swedish politics with respect o voting, In the 1998 election, two parties n
particular distingwished themselves through gender imbalance, the Left
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Party with a clear preponderance of female voters (+ four percent) and the
Moderate Party, which has for many years primarily attracted male voters
(+ seven percent).

The age variable was significant in the 1998 election. As a rule, parties that
advance during elections gain disproportionately strong support from youn-
ger voters, who are much more likely to switch parties and are more sensitive
to trends than older voters (Oscarsson & Oscarsson 1994; Gilljam &
Holmberg 1995, 92). In this respect, the 1998 election was an exceplion.
Certainly, the Left Party had clearly stronger support among younger volers
-~ particularly first-time voters, 17 percent of whom voted for the party - but
the other successful party, the Christian Democrats, were strongly under-
represented among the younger voter groups. Only six percent of first-time
volters cast their ballots for the Christian Democratic Party. However, the
party attracted older voters in a remarkable way: 17 percent of voters of
retirement age (65) voted for the Christian Democratic Party in 1998, In
1994, only three percent of volers in the oldest age group voted for the
party.’

The Chnistian Democratic breakthrough among older volers is historic-
ally unigque and may possibly be seen as a trend break. Unlike young people,
older volers are regarded as extremely stable and loyal to their parties. Since
they rarely switch parties, they have been thought of by the parties as
strategically uninteresting groups. This may change in the future.

The Impact of Party Leadership

Swedish voters had to become acquainted with three new party leaders in
the 1998 clection. Goran Persson had replaced Ingvar Carlsson as chairman
of the Social Democratic Party and prime minister in 1996; Lars Leijonborg
succeeded Maria Leissner as leader of the Liberal Party that same year;
and Lennart Daléus took over leadership of the Center Party from Olof
Johansson just three months prior 1o the election.

Previous rescarch has shown that the significance of party leaders has
grown with respect to voling patterns, Party campaign efforts and media
attention are being concentrated Lo an ever increasing extent upon the party
leaders, who have been referred Lo as “the presidential candidates of parlia-
mentary systems’ (Gilljam & Holmberg 1992, 98). This trend entals greater
potential for party leader impact with respect to the party vote. While a
popular party leader may function as a bobber for his or her party, an
unpopular leader may function as a sinker.

Culling the voters who stated that the party leader was fiighly significant
for their party vetegives us a strong indication of whether there was a party
leader impact. In at least two cascs, there 1s absolutely no doubt. The ex-
ceptional success of the Christian Democratic Party may be attnibuted 1o a
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Table 3. Voters Who Stated that the Party Leader was Significant for their Party Vote.
Percent

Haghly Rather
Party leader sigmificant significant Touwal
Al Svensson (Cheistian Democratic Party) 3l 44 75
Carl Bildt {(Moderate Pariy) 26 44 T
Gudrun Schyman (Left Party) 17 35 52
Goran Persson {(Secial Democrats) [ o] 29 41
Lennart Daleds {Center Party) 6 33 40
Lars Lefjonborg {Liberal Pariy) 7 30 37
Spokespersonman (Oreen Pary) 7 28 335

Nore: The Green Party does noet have a party leader, but two “spokespersons,” Birger Schlaug
and Marianne Samuelsson.
Bowrce: Swedish Television's exit pall.

great extent o the popularity that party leader Alf Svensson enjoyed among
voters, 75 percent of Christian democratic voters stated that the party
leader factor was an important reason for the party selection. Almost a
third of the party’s voters gave the party leader factor as a *very important’
reason. Carl Bildt, leader of the Moderate Party, also enjoys strong support.
Every fourth Moderate Party voter stated that the party leader was of great
significance in their party vote. There is also a strong indication that the
Moderate Party’s election results would have been poorer still had the party
not had such a popular leader.

However, the chairman of the Left Party, Gudrun Schyman, seems to
have been a bobber for her party to a much lesser extent than many assumed
during the election campaign. Schyman was portraved by many political
analysts during the campaign as an exceptionally skillful campaigner with
unusually good communication skills. A relatively large percentage of the
Left Party's voters also said that the party leader was an important reason
for their votes. Nevertheless, Schyman's figures here are not quite as high as
some analysts probably would have guessed. One interpretation 15 meth-
odological: 1t may feel foreign to many leftist voters to refer to the party
leader when asked to give the reasons for their votes. no matter how well
liked that person may be. The Left Party has a eritical view on the growing
personification within politics, which is reflected in a skeptical view on the
new individual candidate election system,

Constitutional Reforms that Yielded Results?

There were two constitutional changes prior to the 1998 Swedish election.
For the first tume, Swedish voters could cast their votes for immdividual candi-
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dates, and it was the first time since the introduction of the unicameral
parliament in 1970 that those in government encountered the electorate
after a four year mandate period. The individual candidate vote was intro-
duced in an effort to vitalize Swedish democracy; the reform gave the
candidates stronger incentive to seck a personal mandate from the voters.
The mandate period was extended by one vear in order to strengthen the
power of government. The intent was that such an extension would provide
greater opportunitics for the government to act for the long term. This
was to bring greater permanence and consistency, which would not only
make it easier to resist making populist statements of opinion and conduct a
responsible fiscal policy, but also — by giving the parliamentary majority
greater scope to achieve results during the mandate period - make it easier
for voters to evaluate policies and be able to discern the lines of demarcation
between the various alternatives in the election campaigns, The voters were
thus not able to call their representatives to account quite as often as before
but, on the other hand, they would - once the reform was instituted - be
able to do so under other and hopefully more meaningful forms.

It is naturally difficult this early on to form a definite opinion about
whether these intentions were realized and, if so, to what extent. However,
certain signs indicate that the constitutional reforms have had, at least
partially, the intended effect.

Extension of the Mandate Period

For methodological reasons, it is difficult to determine if and how much
the extension of the mandate period may have contributed to the successful
recovery of the economy. That conditions for applying an economic-poltical
strategy for the long term were improved 15 bevond doubt. The government
was de facto given a one-year respite from confronting the clectorate during
a period when it took unpopular measures that had direct effect upon the lives
of individual citizens. [Uis certainly noteworthy that the change of course o
a more expansive and traditionally social democratic direction took place
one year prior Lo the election, once several of the most important curves were
pointing in the right direction. It 1s hardly likely, but nevertheless theoretic-
ally possible, that the government would stull have sustained the unpopular
financial restructuring policy for as long as it did had the mandate period
been three years. However, it may be interesting to examine the analysis of
the successful financial restructuring policy as reasoned by the most pivotal
individual actor, Prime Minister Persson:

I believe that one of the most important explanations behind the shocks to the Swedish

economy lies in the constiutional reforms of the 19705, The impatred opportunities 1o build

the strong governments necessary 10 manage long-term sustainable growth are a preat
weakness in the new constitution. The untcameral system broke the stability that resided in the
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lingering majority in the old system’s first chamber, The three-year mandate period encour-
aged shortsiphiedness. Governments shrank back from making the difficult but necessary
decisions that must sometimes be made in order for the economy e develop favorably, Since
1970, we have found it extremely difficult to make such decisions (Persson 1997, 27-28).

For prime minmister Persson, there 15 clearly no doubt that the extension
of the mandate period contributed to the economic recovery. However, even
as he asserts that the conditions for long-term action had been improved,
he constantly repeats in the same book how tough 1t was to make unpopular
but necessary decisions.

Individual Candidare Election

With respect to the second constitutional reform — the change of the election
system — there are also signs that intentions have been realized. The sub-
stance of the new election system is that the voters will continue to primarily
cast a party vote, but that it shall also be possible within the framework of
the party election to vote for individual candidates. As in Denmark, casting
ballots for individual candidates is optional.

The new election system is the result of a compromise, which is important
to remember when assessing the outcome of last vear's election.” While the
Moderate Party and the Liberal Party wanted a stronger element of indi-
vidual candidate election, the Social Democratic Party and, in particular,
the Left Party - which did not support the election of individual candidates
at all ~ wanted to limit the effects of the new system. The compromise was
expressed in several ways, among them through a relatively high threshold
level instituted for the parhamentary election. For a candidate to be elected
vig individual votes, he or she must recerve at least eight perecent of the votes
cast for the candidate’s party in the constituency. {Provided, of course, that
the party wins seats in the constituency).

Of the voters who participated in the parliamentary election, slightly less
than 30 percent exercised the option to vote for individual candidates. The
pereentage was slightly higher in the municipal elections - 34,5 percent. In
the county council election, which is the clection that voters are generally
least interested in, 28,9 percent voted for individual candidates.

Thus, interest in voling for individual candidates is not particularly fer-
vent, In Denmark, where there has been a similar svstem in place for a very
long time, the proportion of individual candidate votes is about 50 percent in
the parliamentary clection and 75 percent in the local and regional elections.
On the other hand, this was the first election to take place in Sweden under
the new rules, Both the partics and the individual candidates in many cases
took a tentative position and were not really sure how they should approach
the new election system. Many candidates did not actually campaign, in part
because cither they or their partics were skeptical towards individual election
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campaigns and in part because they believed chances of being elected on the
strength of individual votes were slim. There was also a widespread notion
that the very idea of individual candidate elections was foreign to Swedish
political culture. This belief was expressed, not least, in the media.

It is difficult to dismiss the notion. Swedish politics i1s exceptionally party
centered. There are constant and palpable doubts about the new clection
svstem within several parties. Several of the candidates who chose to run in-
dividual campaigns in 1998 felt that they had been subject to opposition.”

The most apparent immediate effect of individual candidate voting was
that twelve members of parliament were elected on the basis of individual
votes, i.e., candidates who would not otherwise have won a seatl through
their placement on the ballot list. In total, 37 members of parliament were
elected on the basis of individual votes, but 75 of them would have been
elected even without individual votes. However, as many as 178 candidates
in the parliamentary election who exceeded the individual vote threshold
of eight percent. Of these, however, six candidates exceeded the threshold in
several constituencics — the election system allows one candidate to stand
in as many constituencies as he or she would like - which means that these
1 78 candidates equal only 139 physical persons.’®

The actual effect in the municipal elections was somewhat lower per-
centage-wise than in the parliamentary election, despite a lower threshold.
In all, 144 candidates clected via individual votes would not have been
clected through their placement on the party list.

Thus, one cannot say that the new election system had any revolutionary
impact. However, the intention of the reform 15 of a long-term nature: to
achieve vitalization of democracy through improved dialogue between can-
didates and voters. The process is successive, rather than immediate. Positive
signs can already be discerned: More candidates became actively involved
in the election campaign than before; the candidates themselves, like the
party representatives, felt that contact with the voters had been improved;
campaign methods were renewed. At the same time, voler awareness of
candidates is still low: Only four in ten voters know the name of any parha-
mentary candidate in their own constituency. Remarkably, the introduction
of individual candidate election seems not Lo have affected thislow level,

It is thus too carly to say that Sweden is on the way towards a new poli-
tical culture, It is safe to say, however, that the extremely party-dominated
culture seems to be heading for a change. Most party representatives sce this
as unavoidable and believe that experiences from the 1998 clection are
already signaling the launch of a new political culture. Once the new regu-
lations have had “time to settle,” and parties, candidates, the media and, not
least, the clectorate find it natural o sce candidates for political bodics
stepping forward and saying ‘vote for me,’ rather than ‘vole for my party,’
there will probably be a much more apparent impact,
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A Lukewarm Democracy?

The electoral turnout dropped to 81.4 percent in the 1998 election, the lowest
level in a parliamentary election since the second chamber election of 1958.
The turnout has dechined by shghtly more than 10 percent compared to the
record set in 1976, when 91.8 percent of all enfranchised persons voted.

Electoral participation is usually described as the most fundamental form
of civic influence 1n a democracy. In Swedish politics, a high level of elec-
toral participation has always been considered a worthy democratic aim,
since votling is the most egalirarian form of political participation. High
clectoral turnout has also been seen as evidence that democracy is, in fact,
working. Abstention from voting - or election truancy, 1o use a more pejor-
ative term - 15 not compatible with civic virtue as defined by Swedish public
attitudes. Such behavior may be seen as a system anomaly, an expression
of political alienation.

However, a turnout of 81.4 percent i1s not particularly low from an inter-
national perspective. For example, fewer than 70 percent of those entitled
o vote did so in the Finnish parliamentary election of March 1999, and the
turnout 15, as a rule, clearly lower in both Norway and Denmark than in
Sweden. For Western Europe as a whole, since World War I1, average turn-
oul 15 83 percent, but voting is mandatory in several countries { Topf 1993,
27-51). Thus, 1.4 percent may be viewed as a rather normal level upon
reasonable comparison.

Nevertheless, the low electoral turnout has received a great deal of atten-
tion in the political debate. The government has appointed several coms-
miltees Lo investigate the causes of declining turnout. By studying public
clection statistics, we can already say that there are vast differences between
different clectoral districts. The turnout has declined most in districts with
high unemployment and a large immigrant community. The widening gulfs
in political participation thus seem to be an expression of the segregation
and perceived alienation brought by the wave of refugee immigration, econ-
omic crises and uncmployment of recent years.

Certain signs do indicate, however, that there has been a general devalu-
ation of voung as a means of exercising political influence among large
groups of voters. Other forms of influence are perceived as being more
meaningful {Petersson et al. 1998). A sense of meaninglessness, of individual
and institutional powerlessness, seems 1o be spreading also to social groups
that have traditionally had a fundamental trust in the political system
(Maller 1998).

These deeper explanations may be joined by a political one: the election
was nol perceived as exciting, since the government issue was considered
decided before the election campaign had even begun (Oscarsson 1998). This
explanation is also charactenized by a general sense of meaninglessness.
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The state of Swedish democracy has been - and continues to be — an object
of rapt attention among Swedish political scientists. The Democratic Audit
of Sweden (Center for Business and Policy Studies) has been presenting
annual reports on the state of democracy in the nation since 1995, The image
presented is mixed. On the one hand, there is growing powerlessness and
alienation among certain groups with limited resourees. On the other hand,
conhdence in the system and in one self 1s growing among the citizenry in
general (Petersson et al. 1998, 148-49). Rescarchers at the Institute for
Democratic Communication in Sundsvall say that interest in politics 1s low:
half of all citizens are politically indifferent. They speak of a ‘lukewarm
democracy’ (Nord et al 1998), Another way of saying the same thing is that
we are entering a ‘post-democratic’ stale in the sense that we take democracy
for granted. At the same time, there is strong consensus on the principfes that
constitute democracy, but the practice of democracy indicates that we are
slipping ever further away from these principles (Jacobsson 1997, 316).

Perhaps the foremost expression of concern about democracy may be
found in the long list of government-sponsored studies of the issue. Two
committees on democracy were appointed after the 1994 election: Demo-
kratiwtvecklingskommittén and Demokrativtredningen. In addition, a great
many committees have been put to the task of illuminating various issues
related to democracy. Demokratiutredningen has also been enjoined not
only to study the state of democracy, but to stimulate debate about demo-
cracy. A special ‘Minister of Democracy’ was also appointed following the
1998 ¢lection.

A fundamentally interesting reflection is that, on the threshold of a new
century, it is the state that is worried about declining political engagement
among the citizenry. The debate is about how one can stimulate increased
engagement from above in order to vitalize democracy. The situation was
quite different at the turn of the last century.

Towards a New Political Landscape?

In summary, the 1998 Swedish general election may be characterized as a
protest election against both dominating parties, the Social Democratic
Party and the Moderate Party, Voters who abandoned one of the big two
for either the Left Party or the Christian Democratic Party exhibited greater
distrust of politicians than other volers,

Naturally, social democracy was the primary target of discontent, The
party was hit by a debate on deceit when the unpopular financial re-
structuring policy was implemented. Prior to the 1994 election, many of the
party’s voters had been given the impression that the social democrats
intended to pull the country out of the cconomic crisis by means of tradi-
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tional social democratic policies. When this did not occur, disappointed
volers flocked to the Left Party. Others did not vote at all.

The election was a minor success in terms of percentages and mandates
for the Moderate Party. But the party lost 40,000 votes from 1994 and ex-
pectations for a strong upturn were greal. The voter steam from the
Moderate Party to the Christian Democratic Party that occurred during the
¢lection campaign must be interpreted as an expression of discontent with
the policies of the Moderate Party. Precisely as with the voter stream within
the leftist block, the shift of the center of gravity between the non-socialist
parties may be a sign that a new political landscape is emerging. The com-
mon factor for both successful parties is that each represents a clear ideo-
logical message. That may be why it was not solely a general discontent of a
more volatile sort that lay behind the widespread voter migrations.

In a wider sense, the 1998 election may also be seen as a protest election
against the traditional center in Swedish politics. Both centrist parties, the
Center Party and the Liberal Party, suffered devastating defeats and risk
being eliminated from the parliament. Many voters who voted in the social
democratic government in 1994 and then in 1998 chose to either to abstain
from voting or votc for the Left Party also perceived the social democrars as
a centrist party. In any case, the collaboration across block lines paved the
way lor the advance of the Left Party.

MOTES

1. I would like to thank Henrik Oscarsson, Department of Political Saence at Goteborge
University, for allowing me to read his analysis of the Swedish election, which was vet
unpu'l:lllsh:d when this article was w rLI:'an The majority of the figures presented in this
article are based on Swedish Television's exit poll. 1f not otherwise stated, the matenal
was taken from that poll.

2 The Left Parly reccived 12.9 percent of the votes in this election, which was the best
clection result ever achieved by the party.

3. The report of the Social Democratic analvsis group can be read on the Internet an
htrp.d Saraew sapose fanalyspruppen (in Swedish).

4. Swedish Television's exit poll was carried out in cooperation with Statstics Sweden in

Orebro and the Department of Pelitical Seience at Gateborg University, Dhuring the
final week before the election and on election day, the study questionnaire was answered
by almaost 9,000 voters in 20 post aflices (wheee absentee ballots were casthand B0 polling
places.

5. Lewin's conclusions are based, i pact, on a student essay (Korlsson 1998) i which a
re-analysis was made of two questions of trust from the World Values Survey of 1981,
and in part wpon an essay by Schmitt & Holmberg (19%3) on party identification. There
is a very weak connection in the former essay in favor of Lewin's hypothesis, Schmi
& Holmberg's study shows that party wdentification s affected positively by deological
polarization (which occurs, as a mle, in majoritarian systemsh, but the connection is
weak and the issee of trust is not addressed. However, ong cannot, according to Schmitt
& Holmberg, exclude that aggregate trust in politicians can be increasing of differences
betwren parties are wide, making it easier for the electorate to idemify cmotionally with
oncof the partics.
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&. The 1998 figure is not fully comparable with the other figures, since it was taken from
the exit poll; the other tweo (30 percent party mobility in 1991 and 29 percent in 1994)
were taken from election studies carried out at Goteborg Universaty.

7. This infermation, taken from Gilljam & Holmberg (1995, 94), is not immediately
comparable with the exit poll data from 1998, The age group division differs somewhal.
The oldest group in the 1994 ¢lection study is 71-80 vears. However, even if the next
oldest group (61-T0) it included, the difference is stunning: five percent of this group
voted for the Christian Democratic Party in 1994,

8. A comprehensive analysis of the new election system is taking place within the
framework of Rddet for utvdrdering av 1998 drs val (See Holmberg & Maoller 1999).
Reasoning and judgements in this section are based on that project.

9. Thiz emerged during a public seminar about the individual candidate election arcanged
by Rddet far utvdedering av 1998 dres val in the Swedish Parliament on February 3,
19949,

10, AIf Swvensson, chairman of the Christian Democratic Party, was a candidate in all 29

parlismentary constituencies and exceeded the threshold by a good margin in all of
them. My thanks to Mikael Gilljam, Department of Political Scicnce at Goteborg Uni-
versity for the inspiration for this seetion.
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