
In World Values Survey’s cultural map of 
the world, the Scandinavian nations have 
since the turn of the millennium placed 
themselves in the most secular-individ -
ualistic corner, with Sweden being the 
prime example of these values. The most 
powerful political force in post-war Scan -
di navia is undoubtedly Social Democracy. 
Therefore, it is vital to understand the 
central values in this political movement, 
and how these may have affected the 
Scandinavian  nations. In my doctoral  
thesis Moving reality closer to the ideal,  
I have analysed the role of autonomy, 
individualism, and secularism in Swedish 
politics.1 In my trial lecture in November 
2022, I was asked to present an overview 
on political values in Scandinavian Social 
Democracies at large. Here is a revised 
version of this lecture.  

In the late 1950s, three Scandinavian 
Prime Ministers met in Malmö to discuss 
the future of Social Democracy in nor th -
ern Europe. From Norway came Einar 
Ger hardsen; from Denmark, HC Hansen 
and from Sweden, Tage Erlander. The 
question on the agenda was how Social 
Democracy should find its way into the 
1960s, in an age with a booming post-
war economy and expanding social wel-
fare, which appeared to have solved the 

material needs that the Social Democratic 
movement strived for. What new goals 
could lie ahead, and what values should 
form the basis for a Social Democracy in 
powerful hegemony? 

It was no coincidence that this meeting 
took place in Sweden. This nation was 
home of the most successful party in the 
democratic West, at this point more than 
a quarter-century into a seemingly endless 
period of government. Erlander, accom-
panied by his young secretary Olof Pal -
me, took a natural leading position in the 
meeting. Accordingly, it was also the 
Swed ish party that kept the leading role 
in pushing the political discourse further 
into a new value system, where traditio-
nal Marxist ideals gave way for a new, 
radically individualistic version of Social 
Democracy. 

Historical background and political 
impact 
Sweden was, however, not the first in the 
political organization of the working-
class movement in Scandinavia. In Den -
mark, the party Socialdemokratiet was 
founded in 1876, Arbeiderpartiet in 
Norway began in 1887, and Sveriges 
Social demokratiska Arbetareparti (SAP) 
two years later, in 1889. ”The Golden 
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Age of Social Democracy” occurred be -
tween around 1930 and 1970, when the 
movement held government power in 
several European nations, often with elec-
tion results exceeding 40 per cent of the 
votes.2 Only in Sweden, however, did the 
Social Democratic party hold government 
power for a consecutive period of 44 
years, from 1932 to 1976. 

Regarding influencing actual govern-
ment policy, the Danish party was once 
again earliest in Scandinavia. Socialde mo -
kratiet became a supporting party for a 
radical government already in 1909. 
Thor vald Stauning was party leader  
be tween 1910 and 1939, and he managed 
to exercise influence by adopting prag-
matic reformism. The party managed to 
gain and remain in power for most of the 
time between 1924 and 1982, although 
interrupted by other governments during 
five periods of between two to three 
years. They managed to distance them -
selves from revolutionary communism, 
but nonetheless, the Social Democratic 
govern ment still chose a pragmatic 
govern ment cooperation with the Third 
Reich occupation regime. This led to 
popular dislike after war, but the party 
still managed to win government power 
back between 1953-1968, although never 
again with the same popular support as in 
Sweden or Norway. 

The Norwegian Arbeiderpartiet chose 
during its first decades a more radical left-
wing position, entering the Komintern 
when it was founded, and did not commit 
to abandoning the idea of world revolu-
tion until 1927. The same year, though, 
the party’s first Prime Minister Chris to -
pher Hornsrud was removed from office 
after just three weeks, after explicitly de -
claring that the new government’s goal 
was to introduce a socialist society. 
Reform ism was not adopted as the overall 

strategy until after the 1930 election.  
Johan Nygaardsvold received a new 

chance to be Social Democratic Prime 
Minis ter during the economic crisis in 
1935, and he handled the situation better 
and remained as exile government during 
the war. After the war, Einar Gerhardsen 
became Prime Minister for a socialist 
majority up till 1965, when a right-wing 
majority took over with a coalition 
government. Arbeiderpartiet then came 
back to power during most of the 1970s.  

The Swedish SAP was exceptional, not 
just by its political impact, but also by its 
longevity. The party experienced just three 
party leaders between 1932 and 1986 – 
i.e., Per Albin Hansson, Tage Erlander 
and Olof Palme – while also holding the 
office of Prime Minister for 44 conse cu -
tive years. Norwegian Arbeiderpartiet also 
had just three Prime Ministers between 
from 1923 to 1975: Oscar Torp, Einar 
Gerhardsen and Trygve Bratteli, but did 
not have the opportunity of holding the 
Prime Ministership to the same extent as 
in Sweden. Denmark, on the other hand, 
went through no less than nine party 
lead ers during the same period, which 
reflects the party’s relative weakness, 
compared to their Scandinavian counter-
parts. 

In electoral strength, the Swedish 
Social Democrats were over time the most 
successful, with 54 % in 1940, 51 % in 
1968, then falling to 36 % in 1998 and 
40 % in 2002. In 2022, the party received 
30 %, but lost government power, even 
though they had won over the Centre 
party to their side during the preceding 
election cycle. The Norwegian party 
experienced slightly lower election results 
than in Sweden, but still strong, although 
declining from 48 % in 1957 down to  
24 % in 2001. In 2021, Arbeiderpartiet 
received 26 % of the votes, but still mana-
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ged to win back government power, due 
to good coalition building. The Danish 
party never reached above 43 % after the 
war and fell to 29 % in 2001. The party 
still leads the government in 2023 with 
27 % of the votes, also as a result of its 
skills in forming a government coalition.  

Political values and path choices in 
Scandinavia 
A political party, especially one with 
government power, constantly needs to 
balance between values, which may also 
sometimes stand in opposition to one 
another. For a Social Democratic party, 
one central decision was from the begin-
ning to decide the path to the final goal: 
Should the movement be revolutionary or 
reformist? When the latter path was cho-
sen, several other deliberations became 
necessary. Should one strive for utopia-
nism or pragmatism? Close to this lies the 
questions of whether to promote idealism 
or materialism, collectivism or individua-
lism, or whether to build your socialist 
ideals on an exclusively secular basis, or if 
it possible to include suitable parts of a 
Christian worldview? 

When Social Democracy finally found 
itself in a position of power, a new ques-
tion arose: Should the party now aim for 
large, rapid reforms, or move slower, in 
order to build trust and establish a long-
term power? From an economic and ideo-
logical point of view, a Social Democratic 
party also has to position itself along the 
scale between planned economy and mar-
ket economy, and of course also along the 
general political scale between left and 
right. 

Regarding the latter, the Manifesto 
Research Group establishes that the 
Danish Social Democrats have traditio-
nally not been remarkably left leaning in 
international comparison. The Norwe -

gian party, however, positioned them -
selves furthest left on the scale among 
Social Democratic parties in the West  
between 1945 and 1959, closely followed 
by the Swedish party. During the 1960s 
and early 1970s, the Swedish SAP moved 
even further left along the scale, now only 
superseded by France, where Social 
Demo cracy during this period went 
through a period of fragmentation into 
smaller radically socialistic parties.3 

The left-right scale is not the only 
aspect in which the Swedish SAP stands 
out as internationally particular. This is 
also evident in political decisions and 
choices of paths. Sheri Berman concludes 
in her book about Social Democracies in 
Europe: 

It was only on Scandinavia, and 
par tic ularly in Sweden, that a uni-
fied party embraced the new app-
roach [reformist socialism] whole-
heartedly. This is why one must 
turn to Sweden to observe the full 
dimensions, and potential, of the 
new and truly social democratic 
alternative.4 

In relation to this, she also points out the 
unique hegemony built around the SAP, 
which resulted in not just their own party, 
but also the rest of society over time 
accepting the ideological vision shaped by 
Social Democracy: 

Perhaps the SAP’s greatest success, 
however, has been to preserve a 
sense of social democratic distinct ive -
ness in Sweden. (…) Rather than 
questioning whether such social 
democratic concepts are worth -
 while, political debate in Sweden 
has tended to be about whether the 
socialists or the bourgeois parties 
are best able to implement them.5 

The remarkable success of Swedish Social 
Democracy is also shown in several 
aspects by political scientist Hans Keman. 
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He has conducted a comparative study of 
Social Democratic parties across the 
world, and he points out that the Swedish 
party stands out as particular in several 
areas, especially regarding time in power, 
governmental power in relation to parlia-
ment, and left-wing radicalism and poli-
cy-making in relation to their electoral 
strength.6 Keman describes the Swedish 
Social Democrats’ ability to exercise such 
strong influence in their nation as a natu-
ral consequence of how they solidified 
their grip on power several years before 
the Second World War and could then 
continue to ride the popular wave after 
the war.7 

Another remarkable facet of the SAP’s 
success in Sweden is how effective the 
party has been in turning electoral results 
and political offices into political perfor-
mance. As comparison, Hans Keman has 
shown quantitatively how the Danish 
party was not as successful in election 
results, but still managed to receive politi-
cal results almost as strong as Norwegian 
Arbeiderpartiet. This insight portrays 
Socialdemokratiet as relatively more  
successful. In Sweden, though, the SAP 
gained the highest expected political 
results, due to electoral strength and gain -
ing political office, but on top of that they 
also managed to outperform themselves 
and receive an impact in actual policy 
that was even larger than expected.8 

Early visions in party programmes 
The central ideological positions of a 
polit ical party are typically found in its 
party programmes.9 Regarding these, the 
Danish party adopted their first program-
me, Gimleprogrammet, already in 1876. 
This was basically a translation of the 
German Gotha programme and would 
form the basis of all the programmes 
from the Socialdemokratiet until the 

1960s. The first programme from the 
Norwegian Arbeiderpartiet was in its 
turn a direct translation of the Danish pro-
gramme. Some similarities to these two 
remain in the first programme from the 
Swedish SAP in 1897.  

My doctoral dissertation shows how 
the non-socialist parties gradually move 
into a secular-individualistic direction 
during the 20th century. For the Social 
Democrats, however, it is notable how 
the ideological positions are established 
early on in their joint history. They typi-
cally become more pragmatic and less 
revolutionary over time, but several of 
their central value-related positions  
remain.  

The first Danish programme displays a 
distinctly socialist policy. Its central idea 
is not equality between classes, but 
explicit ly focused on the working class, 
stating: ”All other classes are for them 
just a reactionary mass.”10 This program-
me also expresses a distinct criticism of 
organized religion, and demands the pri-
vatization of faith, described in words 
that will echo all the way up till today, 
where the new party demands: ”Religion 
declared as a private matter.”11 

The first Norwegian programme from 
1885, being a translation of the Danish, 
naturally keeps the same class-based, 
Marxist opposition to capitalism. It  
shares the same individualized understan-
ding of religion, calling for abolishment 
of the State Church and abandoning the 
school teaching of Christianity. 

Even though the Swedish party was 
founded in 1889, its first programme was 
not adoped until 1897. The text does 
show some inspiration from the Danish 
and Norwegian predecessors, but the SAP 
has more developed general principles, a 
matter which will remain also during the 
1900s. The Swedish programme shares 
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the same socialist value base, an individ -
ualistic view on religion, the abolishment 
of the State Church, and demands for a 
reform of school system and education, 
where the connections to religion and 
Church are removed – all summarized 
under the secular-individualistic axiom: 
”Religion declared as a private matter”.12   

Two values that stand out as central in 
Social Democratic policy are equality and 
solidarity. These are typically group-ori-
ented values. Over time, though, an auto-
nomous understanding of these concepts 
takes over, especially in Sweden. In both 
these values, the trends for or against 
secu larism play a role in the public debate. 
As will be seen, a call for Bible-based 
values occasionally also plays a part in 
the debate about which values are best 
suited to form a basis for a well-functio-
ning society. 

Equality – a value with several  
meanings 
Equality is a value strongly rooted in 
Social Democratic ideology. This concept 
may, however, take several different 
understandings. In Norway, it was initially 
understood in a strictly Marxist fashion. 
In 1900, Arbeiderpartiet ”works for 
equal rights and equal plights for all, with 
no regard to gender, and for the removal 
of all differences between classes”.13   

Arbeiderpartiet’s radical left-leaning 
period is illustrated in the 1930 program-
me with its strong focus on capitalism 
and the need for workers to unite, not 
primarily for equality, but ”through class 
struggle to defend their daily interests, 
and pursue this struggle to the point 
where the working people are lords over 
the land and means of production and 
free from the capitalist system”.14 The 
same view and goal is repeated in the 
1939 programme, although expressed 

through more pragmatic means. 
In the party’s next programme in 

1969, the aim for a socialist equality is 
preserved, although with a touch of auto-
nomus ideal:  

The goal for the Norwegian 
Arbeider parti is a socialist society. 
This is a society where democracy 
rules in all areas, where there is 
equality between all humans and 
groups, and with the largest possible 
freedom for individuals, as long as 
it does not harm others.15  

In Sweden, the SAP gradually moved 
towards an individualistic understanding 
of equality. For a long time, though, the 
strictly Marxist interpretation remained. 
The party programme of 1944 describes 
the guidelines for Social Democracy’s  
strivings to be: ”Societal influence over 
pro duction forces, participation in owner -
 ship for the workers, a planned produc-
tion and equality for the citizens”.16 

The radical individualistic turn in 
Swedish Social Democracy occurs in rela-
tion to the 1960 programme revision. 
Here, it is stated: ”The demand for equa-
lity (…) must above all signify the indi-
vidual’s right and opportunity to develop 
oneself according to one’s personal dispo-
sition”.17 

In the late 1960s, radical opinion-
maker Alva Myrdal receives the task to 
lead the party’s vision for equality into 
the 1970s. The aim of her report is  
formulated with a clear focus on autono-
mous values, namely to give each citizen 
”equal freedom of choice to shape his 
own future”, plus freedom from ”the 
pressure of external circumstances”.18 

The Danish party, in their turn, develo-
ped a distinctly socialistic, but at the same 
time more community-based understand -
ing of equality, compared to Sweden. 
Their programme of 1961 states: ”Demo -
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cra tic socialism has the goal of liberating 
the human, securing their safety, and pro-
vide opportunity of free expression with 
responsibility for the community.”19 

The same programme goes on to 
estab lish equality together with human 
dignity and family community, stating:  

The basis for democratic socialism 
is constituted by respect for the 
human being and the will to create 
equal opportunities for everyone 
during their whole life. (…) It is of 
crucial importance to both individ -
ual and society that good condi-
tions are created for the life of the 
family.20 

The Swedish emphasis on autonomy 
As noted above, Sweden stands out, in 
both Scandinavian and global compari-
son with very secular-individualistic valu-
es, centered around the core value of 
auto nomy. A general shift from equality 
values to freedom values did indeed take 
place in Scandinavia during the 1960s. 
Explicitly autonomous values were, how -
ever, particularly prevalent in Sweden. 

1960 party programme describes that 
Social Democracy strives to reshape 
socie ty so that ”the citizens are liberated 
from dependence on any kind of power 
groups beyond their control”.21 This is a 
key wording, as it is repeated several 
times in other party texts from the follow -
ing decades. The same goes for the pro-
gramme’s formulation that Social Demo -
cracy wishes to shape a society “which 
provides space for each person’s individ -
uality and needs of expression”, a societal 
environment ”intended to shape free, 
independent and creative human beings”.22 

This individualized view of the human 
person is over time adopted also in family 
policy, and gets its public blessing from 
Prime Minster Olof Palme at the Social 

Democratic Women’s Association con gress 
in 1972: ”The principle is plain. Each 
human shall be treated as an autonomous 
individual, not as an appendage to a pro-
vider.”23 

Family-political outcomes of political 
values  
What stands out as telling in the long run 
are the practical outcomes of these diffe-
rent political values. When a government 
starts out from different understandings 
of the individual and our relations to for 
instance family, church, and civil society, 
this is also reflected in political decisions, 
and in the next stage also in the state of 
the nation. Such path choices are often 
also closely connected to the party and its 
core values. Some telling examples of this 
are related to family policy. One example 
from the last decades regards the father’s 
quota, i.e. a certain number of weeks of 
the paternal leave that can only be used 
by the father. The introduction of this is 
defended by values of both equality and 
autonomy, namely the wish to create 
equal circumstances for both genders in 
family and work life, but also the wish to 
make the mother autonomous from the 
family. 

This suggestion was discussed in all 
Scandinavian nations during the 1990s, 
but Norway was first to introduce it, in 
1993 under a Social Democratic govern-
ment. At that time, Sweden had a short-
lived non-socialist government, but as 
soon as the Social Democrats were back 
in power, they immediately introduced 
the same reform in 1995. Denmark 
follow ed suit three years later, also under 
a Social Democratic government. In 2002, 
however, this rule was removed by a non-
socialist government and not introduced 
again until in 2022, again under a Social 
Democratic government.24 
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This exemplifies how the autonomous 
and equality-based understandings go 
hand in hand in Social Democratic family 
policy, but do not have the same focus 
among other parties. 

Regarding practical societal outcome 
of these values, the pattern is double. On 
one hand, one would expect that a nation 
with a family policy focused on equality 
and female autonomy would have a high -
er percentage of women in the workforce. 
This was also the case in late 20th century 
Scandinavia, where Sweden stood out 
with a distinctly higher part of women in 
the workforce.25  

On the other hand, one would also 
expect that a society strongly influenced 
by egalitarian values would have a more 
even distribution of genders within diffe-
rent occupations. This is, however, not 
the case. This fact is in the academic  
discussion labelled ”the welfare state 
para dox”, showing that Sweden has a 
lower percentage of women in male-
domi  nated occupations and men in fema-
le-dominated occupations than other 
Nordic countries.26 This may have several 
explanations, but underlines that mate -
rialistic factors are not the only ones rele-
vant in people’s personal choices. Deeper 
convictions and values may be equal, or 
even more decisive when people plan 
their lives. This may also count for society 
as a whole – something which leads us on 
to the final value analysed in this compa-
rison of the Scandinavian nations, namely 
solidarity.  

Solidarity – built on a secular or 
Biblical foundation? 
When analysing the political value of soli-
darity, it becomes apparent that the 
understandings of this concept may not 
rest mainly on the left-right scale, but  
rather on what basic worldview a govern-

ment would follow. Solidarity is indeed a 
central concept in Social Democratic policy. 
It is, however, also a word that can take 
very differing meanings. This has been 
the case in the Scandinavian examples.  

In Denmark, it has traditionally been 
understood as a class-based concept. The 
1913 programme states:  

Socialdemokratiet in Denmark 
regards itself as a part of, and de -
clares itself in solidarity with, the 
class-conscious international work -
ing class, whose mission in world 
history is the complete liberation of 
all people, without regard to gen-
der, race or nationality.27  

When fast-forwarding to 1969, solidarity 
has followed the ideological trend to get a 
more international and ideological inter-
pretation. By then, the Danish Social De -
mo cratic programme demands ”Work -
ing-class solidarity fund” to support the 
working-classes in other nations and libe-
ration movements in non-independent 
states.28  

In Sweden, solidarity is a non-existent 
value in the SAP programmes until 1944. 
From then on, it typically has a class-
based understanding. It does, however, 
become very central under Olof Palme. 
For him, though, solidarity is mainly con-
nected to the Third World, and generally 
disassociated from family, religion and 
the local community.29 In this way, it 
becomes possible to combine seemingly 
opposing values – proposing both soli -
darity far away and autonomy for the 
individual. 

Norway stands out during this period 
with a different, more Christian under-
standing of the concept. Arbeiderpartiet 
takes 30 years to revise their 1939 pro-
gramme, but when they do so, they finish 
their party programme with a very diffe-
rent concluding paragraph, compared to 
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their Danish and – especially – Swedish 
counterparts.30 

After explaining how neighbourly love 
stands at the centre of a Christian view on 
societal morality, the party puts itself in 
line with this thought: ”Arbeiderpartiet 
sees a clear connection between the 
Christian message and a societal policy 
built on solidarity.” The text goes on to 
establish what moral foundation a solida-
ric society should build on, and explains: 
”A society built on equality, equal value 
and security, responsible cooperation, 
and world peace is in accordance with the 
principle of neighbourly love.”  

After this, the party program goes on 
to establish how Christianity is a central 
part of Norway’s cultural heritage, and 
coming generations must have access to 
this through school education. Arbeider -
partiet concludes by stating that they want 
to gather all people around this view, 
regardless of differing personal views and 
religiosity.  

This is not the place to evaluate  
the reasons why the Norwegian Social 
Demo crats took such a different direc-
tion. Some explanations may derive from 
the experiences of the Second World War, 
others from the debates on school educa-
tion during the 1960s. The Norwegian 
example does under all circumstances 
illu strate that Social Democracy can carry 
different understandings of key values, 
and it is not self-evident that a Christian 
understanding can be disregarded per se. 

A practical challenge for party politics 
is, however, that in the long run it appears 
challenging to maintain all these three 
values at once. There seems to appear a 
pivotal point in the political discourse 
where strivings for equality have to take 
either of two routes: autonomy or solida-
rity, but seldom focusing on both in the 
same culture at the same time. 

What values to choose for the future? 
For the Social Democratic movement, 
one central question ought to deal with 
one of the great paradoxes in my study: 
How does the movement evaluate the fact 
that this foundationally group-oriented 
movement turned into an increasingly 
more radical individualism? Has the 
autonomous project, which in Sweden 
during the 1970s rolled over into ultra-
progressivism, given the desired conse-
quences? 

Towards the end of the last century, at 
the SAP party congress in 1997, party 
chairman and Prime Minister Göran 
Persson takes the speaker’s booth and 
delivers an ideologically well-conceived 
speech about how several people look 
upon what may have been lost in the pro-
ject of modernization. In this evaluation, 
Prime Minister Persson points back to -
wards values more connected to solidari-
ty than to individualism.  

Moreover, he repeatedly makes this 
point by referring to Biblical values. He 
quotes the apostle Paul, refers to Genesis, 
and argues that people facing the turn  
of the millennium long for The Great Vi -
sion. Göran Persson continues: ”I’m not 
sure that I know in detail how this should 
be formulated. But I know this: 2000 
years ago, a man went up on a hill outside 
Jerusalem. He said that the light must 
shine upon everyone in the house. The 
message in the Sermon on the Mount was 
crystal clear: Everyone, not just a few.”31  

The leader of the world’s most success-
ful Social Democratic party, the Prime 
Minister of the nation which had by this 
day become the most secular-individua -
listic in the world, concludes his speech 
by quoting a fellow Social Democrat and 
also a Christian believer, who during 
most of his time in office held his faith 
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private. This person was Tony Blair, who 
explains his view of what socialism could 
be – a view that echoes Biblical values of 
solidarity and community, but that is clear -
ly critical against autonomous values: 

It is a moral purpose to life. A set of 
values. A belief in society. In co-
operation. In achieving together 
what we are not able to achieve 
alone. It is how I try to live my life. 
The simple truths. I am worth no 
more than anyone else. I am my 
brother’s keeper. I will not walk by 
on the other side.  

We aren’t simply people set in iso-
lation from each other, face to face 
with eternity, but members of the 
same family, community, the same 
human race.32 

Göran Persson goes on to say that Tony 
Blair’s version of socialism is also his. In 
the actual development in 20th century 
Scandinavia, especially in Sweden, the 
poli tical direction took a much more 

secu lar turn. Arguably, values such as 
equality and solidarity existed in Social 
Democratic policy, but even though the 
Norwegian party had a period where they 
underlined the need for a Christian view 
of society and solidarity, the secular-indi-
vidualistic movement that affected the 
whole West became especially strong in 
Scandinavia.  

Here, Sweden became the strongest 
example of this movement. In opposition 
to Göran Persson’s more Biblical vision 
above, Social Democracy and thus also 
the Swedish nation went another way, 
while gradually also bringing in radical 
versions of liberalism.  

It is within this society we now stand, 
and it is from here we must proceed. 
Maybe Göran Persson was on the track 
of central values for the future, not only 
to Social Democracy, but to any govern-
ment of any colour, when shaping the 
society in which we all live.33
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