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Abstract  

For the past twenty years, most European Union governments were primarily dominated 

by left-wing parties. However, the most recent elections show a noticeable growth in popularity 

for far right-wing parties. The research of this paper focuses on answering the question what 

caused the far right-wing shift by examining the countries of Sweden and Hungary. Each country 

starts off with a description about their political ideologies, differences between the far 

right-wing and left-wing politics, and the type of government institutions that run each country. 

The research then adds in the analysis of statistical data and key events. The statistical data 

describes electoral trends and shifts over the past five election cycles. Analysis of key events 

include the rising anti-immigration/ nativism sentiments of the refugee crisis, rising xenophobia 

from terrorist attacks, the economy, and the effects civil society has had in helping mobilize far 

right-wing parties. The research also looks at how the far right wing trends may affect political 

party preference in neighboring European Union countries.  
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Rise of the Far Right Wing Parties in the European Union 

 
Introduction 

From some of the most liberal to some of the most populist, it can be noted that there is a 

shift towards far-right wing and right wing parties in European Union but what caused this shift? 

By examining Sweden and Hungary’s electoral trends, political ideologies, government 

institutions, and differences between left and right wing politics, the reason for the populist shift 

becomes known. Some of these reasons include the economy, refugee crisis, rising nativism/ 

anti-immigrant sentiments, and rising xenophobia from terrorist attacks. 

Sweden 
According to Europa World, Sweden is a constitutional monarchy with a parliamentary 

system; the monarchy is head of state with little executive power, the regeringen (cabinet) holds 

most of the executive power but is responsible to the Riksdag, and the Riksdag (legislature) is 

responsible for selecting the prime minister and approving laws (“Constitution and Government- 

Sweden,” n.d). Members of Riksdag are elected through an electoral system based on 

proportionality. This means that the percent of votes will equal the percent of seats in legislature, 

more than one member will represent a district, party lists will be closed or open, and there will 

be low electoral thresholds. In Sweden’s case, a party “must receive at least four percent of all 

votes in the election in order to gain representation in the Riksdag” or “twelve percent of the 

votes cast in a constituency” (“Sweden,” n.d.). Despite the fact that they use a closed- party list 

system, “ electors may express specific preferences for individual candidates” (“Sweden,” n.d.). 

In these instances, “the required threshold for election on the basis of personal votes is 8 per cent 

of the total cast for the candidate's party in the constituency” (“Sweden,” n.d.). The most 
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prominent political parties in Sweden are: Social Democratic Party, Moderate Party, Sweden 

Democrats, Green Party, Center Party, Left Party, Liberal Party, and Christian Democrats (“ 

Sweden,” n.d.). The Social Democratic Party focuses on creating one of the world's most 

comprehensive systems of welfare (“Sweden - Nordstjernan,” n.d). The Moderate Party 

promotes a market economy, tax reforms, a smaller role for the government in the economy, and 

trimming the welfare state (“Sweden - Nordstjernan,” n.d). The Center Party, “used to represent 

rural interests but has tried to refashion itself as an "alternative" centrist party favoring 

environmental issues and maintaining close ties with rural Sweden, with a socially liberal profile 

focusing on environmental, social and progressive development and decentralization” (“Sweden 

- Nordstjernan,” n.d). The Christian Democrats run on a traditional, Christian family-value 

platform (“Sweden - Nordstjernan,” n.d). The Green Party emphasizes “green politics” and 

opposes Sweden's membership to the European Union (“Sweden - Nordstjernan,” n.d). Lastly, 

the Sweden Democrats are a nationalist party that gained representation for the first time in the 

2010 elections (“Sweden - Nordstjernan,” n.d). Aisch, Pearce and Rousseau (2016) categorize far 

right parties to include the Sweden Democrats, center left to include: Social Democratic Party, 

Moderate Party, Liberal Party, Center Party, and Christian Democrat Party, and lastly the center- 

right includes: Green Party and Left Party. The following table shows the percentage of seats 

won in the Riksdag by each party over the past 5 election cycles.  

Table 1. Percentage of Seats won in the Riksdag (Legislature) by each party over the last 5 Election Cycles 
(Sweden- Electoral Archives, n.d) 

 Last 5 Election Cycles 

Party Names 1988 2002 2006 2010 2014 

Social 
Democratic 
Party (SAP) 

36.4 39.85 34.99 30.66 31 
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Moderate Party 
(M) 

22.9 15.26 26.23 30.06 23 

Green Party  4.5 4.65 5.24 7.34 7 

Liberal Party  4.7 13.39 7.54 7.06 5 

Center Party  5.1 6.19 7.88 6.56 6 

Left Party  12 8.39 5.85 5.60 6 

Christian 
Democrats 

11.8 9.15 6.59 5.60 5 

Sweden 
Democrats 

⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 5.70 13 

Source: Sweden-Electoral Archives, n.d 
 
As shown in table 1, the Social Democratic Party’s history of being the largest party 

remains the same but, the rise of the Sweden Democrats and arguably the moderate party is a 

result of increased nativism/ anti-immigration sentiment. From 2010 to 2014 there is an 

estimated 8 percent increase in the amount of seats the Sweden Democrats holds. It is also 

interesting to see that in previous years since their founding in 1988 they were unsuccessful in 

getting seats in parliament. However, the refugee crisis did not start until 2015. The question 

then is what caused the Sweden Democrat’s sudden success in the 2010 elections? It is true that 

rising nativism/ anti-immigration sentiments played an important role but there were also 

problems with the economy.  The Economist (2013) writes that in order “for the Nordic countries 

to be able to afford their welfare states, they need to have 80% of their adults in the workforce 

but, labour-force participation among non-European immigrants is much lower than that.” The 

Economist also mentions that in Sweden, “only 51% of non-Europeans have a job, compared 

with over 84% of native Swedes” (“The Ins and Outs,” 2013). Without having a proper migrant 
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working force, the economist (2013) says that mass immigration is creating a class that is 

permanently dependent on the state; which adds to growing tensions.  

Despite their recognition as one of the most democratic countries in the world, there is 

much turmoil surrounding immigration in the Sweden. Smith (2016) writes that Sweden is a 

country, “deeply attached to its reputation as a democratic, secular, humanitarian superpower — 

having provided safe haven for refugees from Chile’s Pinochet regime, secular leftists fleeing 

Iran’s Islamic revolution and a massive influx of Syrians and Afghans escaping their present 

crises” (Smith, 2016). However, the rise in nativism/ anti-immigrant sentiments that has fueled 

the mobilization of civil society by various anti-immigrant and neo-nazi groups. Crouch (2016) 

brings up an example of a demonstration made by three hundred neo-nazi members belonging to 

the Nordic Resistance Movement (NMR); a nationalist organization. This became a well known 

demonstration worldwide because an image of Tess Asplund captured how she stood in front of 

demonstrators and raised her arm in defiance. Robinson (2016) writes of another demonstration 

made by the NMR. She says that as many as 600 far-right demonstrators marched towards 

Sweden’s parliament, after President Trump’s victory, in the historic district of Gamla Stan 

making it their biggest march yet (Robinson, 2016). Much of these sentiments stemmed from a 

series of violent and sexual attacks that were apparently perpetrated by migrants. Europa World 

mentions that in August 2015 two refugees were detained for the murder of two people and 

serious injury of another in a furniture store near Stockholm (“Recent Developments: Election,” 

n.d). They also write that there were multiple sexual attacks on women allegedly done by male 

refugees on New Years and a female worker at an asylum was stabbed to death by a 15- year- 

old refugee (“Recent developments: Election,” n.d). In addition, Europa World also reports that 
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during 2015 there was a total of 322 violent incidents at asylum centers compared to 2014 where 

there were only 148 (“Recent developments: Election,” n.d). Despite the fact that there are still 

many Swedish people that support refugees and defend immigration, many others are siding with 

right-wing parties and policies as the number of violent crimes increase.  

Hungary 

On January 1, 2012 Hungary put into place a new constitution that renamed the Republic 

of Hungary, changed the amount of members in legislature, and led to the approval of new 

constitutional amendments (“Constitution and Government-Hungary,” n.d). Legislative power is 

held by the unicameral National Assembly, which is comprised of 199 members (previously 

386), who are elected for a term of four years under a mixed system of proportional 

representation (“Constitution and Government-Hungary,” n.d). Under a mixed system of 

proportional representation, electors are told to cast two votes; one for an individual candidate 

and another for a party list (“Hungary, Full Text” n.d). Single parties need more than 5% of the 

vote, two parties with a joint list and need at least 10% and joint lists of three or more parties 

need 15% in order to be entitled to seats (“Hungary, Full Text” n.d). The OSCE (2014) writes 

that out of the 199 seats available, 106 are elected within single-member constituencies through 

one-round, majoritarian contests while the remaining 93 seats are distributed through the 

nationwide, proportional system among parties that surpass the 5 per cent threshold.  In addition 

to this, “parliamentary seats can also be obtained indirectly by party candidates via surplus votes 

cast in single member constituencies” (“Hungary, Full Text” n.d). These surplus votes “comprise 

the votes cast for party candidates who lost and the votes cast for party candidates which have 

effectively not been needed to obtain seats” (“Hungary, Full Text” n.d).  
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Table 2. Number of Seats for each party in the National Assembly Over the Last 5 Election Cycles 
(“Hungary Election Archives,” n.d). 

 Last 5 Election Cycles 

Political Party Names 1998 2002 2006 2010 2014 

Hungarian Socialist 
Party (MSzP) 

134 179 186 59 ⎼ 

Alliance of Free 
Democrats (SzDSz) 

24 19 18 ⎼ ⎼ 

Hungarian Civic 
Party (FIDESZ MPP) 

148 188 ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 

Hungarian 
Democratic Forum 

(MDF) 

17 ⎼ 11 ⎼ ⎼ 

Independent 
Smallholders' Party 

(FKgP) 

48 ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 

Hungarian Justice 
and Life Party 

(MIEP) 

14 ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 

Hungarian Socialist 
Party Alliance of Free 

Democrats 
(MSZP-SZDSZ) 

⎼ ⎼ 6 ⎼ ⎼ 

Hungarian Civic 
Union-Christian 

Democratic People’s 
Party (FIDESZ) 

⎼ ⎼ 164 ⎼ ⎼ 

Hungarian Civic 
Union-Christian 

Democratic People's 
Party 

(FIDESZ-KDNP) 

⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 262 133 

Movement for a 
Better Hungary 

(Jobbik) 

⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 47 23 
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Politics Can Be 
Different (LMP) 

⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 16 5 

Hungarian Civic 
Union-Christian 

Democratic People's 
Party 

(FIDESZ-KDNP) - 
Entrepreneurs' Party 

⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 1 ⎼ 

MSZP-EGYÜTT-DK-
PM-MLP 

⎼ ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 28 

Association for 
Somogy County 
(SOMOGYÉRT) 

⎼ ⎼ 1 ⎼ ⎼ 

Others and 
independents 

1 ⎼ ⎼ 1 ⎼ 

Source: Hungary-Election Archives, n.d. 
 
Table 2 displays the amount of seats each party gained over the past 5 election cycles 

starting with 1998. Over the course of the five election cycles, some groups merged together to 

form one coalition or turned to form a new party. An example of this happening was in the 2006 

elections when Hungary- Election Archives (n.d) reports a coalition between the socialist groups 

of MSzP-SzDSz and another coalition between  the conservative groups FIDESz and the 

Christian Democratic Party (KDNP) in addition to the re-formation of the Hungarian Democratic 

Forum (MDF) by members of the FIDESz. As the table shows, the MszP-SzDSz coalition gained 

a total of 210 seats making it the first government to be returned to office since the collapse of 

the communist regime (“Hungary, Election Archives” n.d).  In 2010 the FIDESZ-KDNP won a 

total of 262 seats during the first and second rounds of the elections (before the change in 

legislature) (“Hungary, Election Archives” n.d). Jobbik, known for their anti-Roma and 

anti-Semitic rhetoric made their way into parliament with a total of 47 seats (“Hungary, Election 

Archives” n.d). The 2014 election was the first time the new electoral system was put into place 
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since its establishment in 2012 by the FIDESZ-KDNP (“Hungary, Full Text” n.d). With the new 

system, the FIDESZ-KDNP gained an additional 6 seats with its new surplus vote securing them 

133 seats in the new 199 member parliament (“Hungary, Full Text” n.d). The new coalition of 

MSZP-EGYÜTT-DK-PM-MLP gained 38 seats, Jobbik 23 seats and LMP 5 seats. In the 

previous elections before 2006 MsZP and FIDESZ shared a similar amount of members in 

parliament. According to Aisch, Pearce, and Rousseau (2016),  Hungary’s far right parties 

include FIDESZ, FIDESZ-KDNP, Jobbik, MEIP, and FKgP. Their center left parties include 

MSzP and MSZP-EGYÜTT-DK-PM-ML and center- right includes MDF, LMP, and SzDSz 

(Aisch, Pearce and Rousseau, 2016).  Table 2 reveals a drastic shift in political preference 

between the 2006 elections through the 2014 elections towards the right-wing parties of 

FIDESZ-KDNP and Jobbik but, what led to this change in support? 

The main contributing factor was the combination of the global crisis hitting in 2008 and 

the scandal with MSzP for lying about the state of the economy in order to win the 2006 election. 

During the 2008 crisis, Hungary avoided bankruptcy by borrowing money from the International 

Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the European Union (“Hungary, Election Archives” n.d). 

In order to pay them back, Hungary increased taxes  and cut pensions which upset many 

residents as there was already an 11 percent unemployment rate (“Hungary, Election Archives” 

n.d). In addition there were many corruption scandals that further damages MSzP’s reputation 

(“Hungary, Election Archives” n.d). People have also shifted their support of the right because 

they do not want to take in refugees. Bayer (2016) writes that 82 percent of Hungarians believe 

refugees are a burden on their country because they take jobs and social benefits and 76 percent 

believed refugees would increase the likelihood of terrorism in their country. In addition to 
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rejection Cole (2016) adds that Hungary suspended the monthly stipends for refugees intended to 

help them learn Hungarian and start new lives in the country; it is part of their “zero refugee” 

policy. They are trying to discourage refugees from staying. On June 2015 Hungarian authorities 

began constructing a fence along the country's border and launching and anti-immigrant 

campaign strongly opposed by the left-wing (“Domestic Political Affairs- Hungary,” n.d). 

All in all, the economic crisis and corruption from leftist parties played the biggest role in 

causing right wing trends but many hungarians appear to agree with the implementations 

right-wing parties are taking in order to expel and keep out refugees.  

Future of the European Union and Conclusion 

Sweden and Hungary are both interesting to examine together because they appear to be 

opposites of each other. Sweden’s political institutions have made it one of the most efficient 

countries with little to no corruption and they have made many humanitarian efforts in 

welcoming refugees and immigrants. Hungary, despite their newly established mixed 

proportional system, still struggles with corruption in their government. Their leading party, 

FIDESZ-KDNP, has created a new legislature that keeps them in power; especially when looking 

at the implementation of the surplus voting that gave them an additional 6 seats in parliament for 

the 2014 elections. With this in mind, the far-right shift is not affecting one particular country or 

a series of particular countries; it is a shift that is affecting Europe and the whole European 

Union. As explained by Aisch, G., Pearce, A. & Rousseau B., (2016) more european countries, 

including those in the european union, continue  to shift right. It could be predicted that the 

far-right will continue to gain more followers through the coming years due rising xenophobia 
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and  nativism/anti-immigrant sentients, an uncontrolled  refugee crisis, and slow economic 

growth.  
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