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Animal advocacy and the radical right: the case of Sweden
Anders Backlund and Ann-Cathrine Jungar

School of Social Sciences (ME 613), Södertörn University, 141 89 Huddinge, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Why does the radical right care so much about animals? In this 
study, we argue that the salience of animal advocacy within the 
radical right can be explained by its compatibility with these par-
ties’ broader ideological framework. By analysing official docu-
ments from the radical right party the Sweden Democrats, we find 
that its animal advocacy is shaped by an ideological core consisting 
of nativism, authoritarianism and populism. The SD argues, for 
example, that immigrants are more violent towards animals; that 
animal cruelty must be strongly punished; and that mistreatment of 
animals is contrary to the moral intuitions of ‘the people’. Rather 
than only being used instrumentally to denigrate the cultural prac-
tices of immigrants, however, the policies reflect a broader commit-
ment to animal well-being. Still, they differ from the egalitarian and 
rights-based agenda of ‘animalist’ parties, promoting as they do 
a paternalistic animal-welfare agenda where compassion is owed to 
animals not because they are our equals, but rather because they 
are dependent on us. The findings improve our understanding of 
the radical right ideology and of how ethical principles in the 
animal-rights debate are integrated into broader ideological frame-
works and translated into party policy.

‘I don’t think the animals care if their benefactors belong to the Sweden Democrats or to the 
Left Party’ (Richard Jomshof)1

Introduction

Richard Jomshof, the party secretary of the radical right party the Sweden Democrats 
(Sverigedemokraterna, SD), was quite upset when the largest Swedish animal-rights 
organization Djurens rätt decided, at their annual congress in 2018, that SD politicians 
were not allowed to hold ‘positions of trust’ within the organization. As a long-standing 
member, animal-rights defender and dedicated vegetarian, Jomshof immediately left the 
organization. The chairman of the politically unaffiliated animal-rights organization 
explained the decision with a fundamental difference in values between the Swedish 
radical right party and Djurens rätt: ‘The work for animals is done by humans, and 
a shared understanding of values is required in order for people to feel welcome and safe 
in our organization’.2 Consequently, the nativism of the SD, expressed in anti- 
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immigration policies and a critique of multiculturalism, trumped the shared interest in 
animal advocacy.

In fact, the SD has helped to push through more progressive legislation in the field of 
animal welfare since its parliamentary breakthrough in 2010. Such examples include 
a ban on unanaesthetized piglet castration in 2011 and the criminalization of bestiality 
(sexual activity between human and non-human animals) in 2014. Moreover, in the 2018 
annual review of the Swedish parliamentary parties made by Djurens rätt itself, the SD 
emerges as the strongest animal advocate on the right side of the political spectrum.3 The 
reaction to the ban from the SD leadership was expressed in an opinion piece in one of 
Sweden’s major newspapers: ‘Those who ultimately suffer from this are not the active 
Sweden Democrats, whose engagement is now suffocated, but rather the animals that 
[Djurens rätt] claim they want to help’.4

This controversy illustrates the phenomenon of how political forces that are polar 
opposites in terms of liberal values such as multiculturalism, ecologism and gender 
equality have a common interest in animal protection.5 In recent years, political parties 
devoted to advancing the rights and welfare of non-human animals6 have entered 
parliamentary assemblies in several European countries.7 These ‘animalist’ parties are 
no mere single-issue parties; rather they adhere to a broader agenda of progressive 
egalitarianism, advocating gender equality and defending the rights of sexual and ethnic 
minorities. At the same time, however, concern for animals is also found at the far right 
of the ideological spectrum, where these egalitarian visions tend not to be shared. 
Somewhat surprisingly, perhaps, several electorally successful radical right parties in 
Europe are strong proponents of animal welfare. These include parties such as the 
Italian Northern League, the British National Party, the Freedom Party of Austria, the 
Danish People’s Party and, as we show here, the Sweden Democrats.8

While existing research has studied the eco-fascism of the extreme right,9 little is 
known about the role of animal advocacy within the radical right. In this study, we 
address the puzzle of why radical right parties share much of the animalist parties’ 
concerns for animal well-being, while they share very little of these parties’ progressive 
and egalitarian visions. In so doing, we answer two questions: how does the animal 
advocacy of the radical right relate to its core ideology; and how does it differ from the 
animal advocacy of the animalist parties? By answering these questions, we contribute to 
several bodies of scholarly literatures. First, we show how different ethical principles 
found in the animal-rights debate are integrated into broader ideological frameworks and 
translated into concrete party policy.10 Second, we address the question of whether the 
radical right engages in animal advocacy selectively only in order to denigrate the cultural 
practices of immigrants.11 Third, we advance our understanding of the ideological 
profiles of radical right parties and contribute to the debate on whether these parties 
can be considered ‘single-issue’ anti-immigration parties.12

The article is structured as follows. In the next section, we draw on existing 
theoretical work to identify a number of analytical categories relating to our two 
research questions. We then present our research design, justifying the choice of the 
Swedish case and describing material and methods. This is followed by the analysis, 
where we map the empirical material across our analytical categories. In the concluding 
section, finally, we summarize our findings and discuss their implications for future 
research.
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Theoretical framework

The ideology of the radical right

In the first part of this study, we address the question of how the radical right’s concern 
for animals fits within its broader ideology. We follow Cas Mudde in defining the 
ideology of the radical right in terms of three core concepts: nativism, authoritarianism 
and populism.13 Nativism is ‘an ideology, which holds that states should be inhabited 
exclusively by members of the native group (“the nation”) and that non-native elements 
(persons and ideas) are fundamentally threatening to the homogenous nation-state’.14 

The nativism of these parties makes them opposed immigration, Islam, and the European 
Union, and in favour of protecting national values and traditions. It also underlies their 
‘welfare chauvinism’ – i.e. the position that state-funded welfare services should be 
limited to members of the native group (discussed in more detail below). 
Authoritarianism, meanwhile, is defined as ‘the belief in a strictly ordered society, in 
which infringements of authority are to be punished severely’.15 This outlook notably 
relates to questions of law and order, where radical right parties favour an uncompro-
mising approach to combatting crime, as well as a preference for norm-conformity.

Populism, finally, is a contested concept, but for Mudde it is defined as a ‘thin’ 
ideology that can be attached to more comprehensive ideologies, and which posits an 
antagonistic relationship between a virtuous people and a corrupt and politically correct 
elite.16 Stated otherwise, populism represents a vision of democracy that calls for the 
fulfilment of the unmediated will of the people.17 While parties from all party families 
may display populist tendencies at times, most of them accept a liberal pluralist concep-
tion of democracy: unlike the radical right, they do not view the people as a homogenous 
entity.

One feature of the radical right that will become crucial when we turn to a comparison 
with the animalist parties is their preference for socially conservative values.18 Most 
radical right parties, for example, are opposed to feminism, state-sponsored gender 
equality, liberal abortion laws and same-sex marriage or adoption. There is, however, 
no clear-cut answer as to the ideological source of these conservative values. Mudde 
argues that the radical right’s nativism leads it to favour traditional family values and 
gender roles.19 Social psychologists, meanwhile, tend to bundle support for traditional 
social norms together with conformity and deference to authority, suggesting instead that 
authoritarianism is the crucial component.20 Opposition to something like gay rights 
may also have a distinct populist component where, for example, the legalization of 
same-sex marriage is described as initiated by the politically correct elite in violation of 
the values of ‘common people’ and the rights of the ‘silent’ majority.21

Still, some radical right parties have been successful in fitting culturally liberal policies 
into their core ideological framework. One example of this concerns the coupling of 
liberal views on gender equality and gay rights with a cultural heritage taken to be at odds 
with the values held by Muslim immigrants.22 In other words, it entails a reformulation 
of the nativist ideology, in which Western civilization is pitted against an illiberal foreign 
culture tolerating discrimination of homosexuals and violence against women. Such 
changes may be driven, at least in part, by vote-seeking concerns, since many radical 
right parties in Western Europe have held value conservative positions that are not 
shared by most of their voters.23 The more general point, however, is that any policy 
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proposal advanced by a party must fit within its broader ideological framework. For 
example, Ennser-Jedenastik and Otjes et al. have shown how the radical right’s socio- 
economic policies are shaped by their nativism, authoritarianism and populism.24 With 
regard to the radical right parties’ concern for animals, then, we expect the following:

Expectation 1: The animal advocacy of the radical right is shaped by its ideological core 
consisting of nativism, authoritarianism, and populism.

The radical right and the animalist ideology

Having addressed the relationship between the radical right parties’ concern for animals 
and their own ideology, we turn to the question of how it relates to the ideology of 
animalist parties. To do so, we draw on the conceptual work of Paul Lucardie, for whom 
the core concept of the animalist ideology is that of compassion.25 Furthermore, he 
identifies three adjacent concepts that help define this core: 1) the intrinsic value of 
animals; 2) progressive egalitarianism; and 3) the interdependence of animals, human 
beings and environment. In the following, we describe each of these three adjacent 
concepts and formulate expectations about how the radical right’s animal advocacy 
relates to them. This allows us to explore the ways in which the radical right may 
promote policies similar to those of the animalist parties, but for different reasons.

Starting with the intrinsic value of animals, there are two main theoretical traditions 
from which to approach this question: animal-welfare theory and animal-rights theory, 
stemming from the utilitarian and deontological ethical traditions, respectively.26 The 
most prominent advocate of the animal-rights position is Tom Regan, who argues that at 
least some non-human animals have certain moral rights which cannot be violated even 
for a greater good.27 Such animals, then, have inherent (or intrinsic) value – they are 
‘subjects-of-a-life’ rather than the property of humans. This implies that human use of 
animals should be abolished, although it does not imply that animals should have the 
same rights as humans.

The animal-welfare position, by contrast, is not about abolition, but rather about 
improving the welfare of animals. Although animals do not have rights, they have 
interests – most notably an interest in the avoidance of suffering. When humans use 
animals, the benefits they derive must therefore outweigh the costs to the animals. 
Accordingly, humans should not violate animals’ interests for trivial purposes, and 
they should attempt to minimize ‘unnecessary’ animal suffering.28 Critics of the animal- 
welfare position, however, have noted that such a utility calculus can be subject to 
significant disagreement.29 What is considered ‘unnecessary suffering’, then, may simply 
reflect ‘a statement about what forms of treatment of [animals] the majority in a society at 
a given time finds discomforting or distressing’.30 In any case, the use of such 
a vocabulary indicates an animal-welfare position, where ‘intrinsic value’ refers not to 
individual rights, but rather to the idea that animals have interests (however defined) that 
are worthy of moral concern.31

Animalist parties are typically advocates of the rights-based position.32 Because radical 
right parties are socially and culturally conservative, they value tradition, stability and 
order. As such, we do not expect their concern for animals to stem from an ambition to 
abolish all human use of animals – a very radical proposal by conservative standards. 
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Indeed, psychologists have shown that right-wing authoritarians are more likely to 
perceive non-exploitive ideologies towards animals (e.g. veganism) as a threat to estab-
lished cultural norms and beliefs.33 This does not mean that radical right parties cannot 
consistently engage in animal advocacy, only that they are likely to do so for other 
reasons than the animalist parties. For example, conservatives deplore the ways in which 
modernity and industrialization have perverted man’s relationship with animals, and 
they ‘seek to protect animals against the ravages of rationalistic science and technology’ 
such as genetic engineering and factory farming.34 In this vein, we expect the radical right 
to favour continuity in terms of animal use that has traditionally been a party of society 
while at the same time improving animal welfare. Consequently, we formulate the 
following expectation:

Expectation 2: The radical right attributes intrinsic value to animals, but it does so from an 
animal-welfare position rather than an animal-rights position.

Second, Lucardie describes the concept of progressive egalitarianism as a position 
advocating the continuous extension of certain basic rights such as life, liberty, integrity 
or well-being to an ever-growing circle of subjects.35 Viewed as such, the abolition of 
animal use is the next step in a process where human slavery has already been 
abolished, and where women have acquired the same basic rights as men. Their 
progressive egalitarianism leads the animalist parties not only to defend animal rights 
but also to promote gender equality, equal rights for sexual minorities, and call for an 
end to discrimination of disadvantaged groups such as the disabled and migrant 
workers. The animalist parties are driven by the idea of compassion, understood as ‘a 
moral obligation to protect or care for the weakest creatures and give “a voice to the 
voiceless ones”’.36

Because radical right parties are nativist and socio-culturally conservative, their 
compassion for animals must have some other source than progressive egalitarianism. 
The few examples of scholarly literature that address animal advocacy on the right of the 
ideological spectrum, however, do better at explaining its absence than its presence. For 
example, liberalism has a somewhat problematic relationship with animals, not only due 
to its commitment to free-market economy and property rights but also to moral 
pluralism.37 If someone wishes to eat fois gras or watch bull fighting, that is, we should 
not hinder their pursuit of the good life; concern for animals should be a matter of 
personal choice rather than something mandated by the state.

Conservatism is in a better position to condemn certain animal uses as immoral – to 
‘distinguish legitimate from illegitimate pleasures’ through the lens of human virtue and 
vice.38 Indeed, a conservative might view the liberal position as one where the expression 
of freedom comes at the cost of unacceptable suffering, domination and death.39 

Conservative philosopher Roger Scruton, for example, argues that although animals 
cannot be part of a moral community that recognizes reciprocal rights and duties, 
humans still owe them moral consideration.40 Taking things one step further, Matthew 
Scully makes a case for ‘compassionate conservatism’ for animals.41 Compassionate 
conservatism has been described as ‘a paternalistic and inegalitarian doctrine, which 
justifies the authority of the “compassionate” regulating the lives of those who are the 
subjects of their compassion’.42 Indeed, Scully’s plea for compassion is in stark contrast to 
that of the animalist parties, since it is based not on an egalitarian outlook, but rather the 
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idea that human superiority and dominion over the earth comes with certain 
responsibilities:

Animals are more than ever a test of our character, of mankind’s capacity for empathy and 
for decent, honorable conduct and faithful stewardship. We are called to treat them with 
kindness, not because they have rights or power or some claim to equality, but in a sense 
because they don’t; because they all stand unequal and powerless before us.43

Scully concludes that the argument in favour of responsible dominion should lead 
humans to radically reconsider their current treatment of animals. As in the case of the 
utilitarian argument, however, conservatives could reasonably disagree about the nature 
and magnitude of the required changes. For example, whereas Scully opposes hunting, 
Scruton considers the plight of the animal to be outweighed by the ‘great accumulation of 
human delight’ that hunting offers.44

The inegalitarian nature of compassionate conservatism also means that some groups 
can be legitimately viewed as more deserving than others; those truly in need are worthy 
of compassion, whereas those only looking for a free lunch are not.45 This aspect ties in 
with a key feature of the radical right: their welfare chauvinism.46 The welfare chauvinist 
perceives different ‘degrees of deservingness’ for recipients of welfare services.47 For the 
radical right, this is presented as ‘a situation that pits the hardworking natives, the “silent 
(ethnic) majority” whom they claim to represent, against the allegedly undeserving 
migrant “other”’.48 Transferred to the domain of human-animal relations, this would 
mean that certain groups of animals as singled out as more worthy of compassion than 
others. We therefore expect the following:

Expectation 3: The radical right advocates compassion for animals, but it does so on 
a paternalistic rather than an egalitarian basis.

Third, and finally, we turn to the concept of interdependence between humans, animals 
and the environment. The animalist parties address this question primarily in terms of 
material values, such as the detrimental effects that human use of animals has on the 
environment.49 One such example concerns the high levels of greenhouse gases caused by 
the meat and dairy industries, where some animalist parties advocate higher taxes on 
animal products. The radical right, by contrast, tends to be sceptical of the climate change 
agenda, perceiving it at as a project driven by a corrupt and cosmopolitan elite, against 
the interests of ‘the people’.50

In a comparative study of the Danish People’s Party and the British National Party, 
Forchtner & Kølvraa show that while these radical right parties do not favour efforts to 
combat climate change, they do advocate protection of the national countryside and 
landscape.51 The reason for this apparent inconsistency is that the nativist ideology of the 
radical right lends itself well to protection of the sovereign territory, whereas climate 
change is a global problem that requires a transnational solution, which might instead 
undermine the nation’s sovereignty. Furthermore, from a nationalist perspective, nature 
can also have a strong symbolic value.52 This means that

the community’s natural environment does not just provide resources allowing us to live 
and prosper, it constitutes an ecosystem: that is, ‘the people’ (in its territory) is one element 
of a larger whole. This fundamental interconnectedness of place, plants and non-human 
animals, and ‘the people’ requires profound measures to protect the whole and its parts. [. . .] 
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The ecosystem is thus not simply a natural whole, but also includes culture: both aspects 
have to be protected in order to guarantee its well-being.53

The symbolic value of nature, then, is related to the culture of the nation and the 
homeland. The perceived duty to protect the environment and animals is motivated by 
their contribution to the national community in terms of identity, history and tradition. 
Certain animals or animal husbandry practices, for example, are viewed as intimately tied 
to the national culture. We therefore expect the following:

Expectation 4: The radical right has an interconnected view of humans, animals and the 
environment, but not only in terms of material values – it also contains symbolic values 
related to the national culture.

Research design

Because this study constitutes a first attempt to conceptually map the animal advocacy of 
the radical right, we focus on a single case. This allows us to prioritize depth over breadth 
and to lay the ground for future comparative studies.54 Our choice of the Sweden 
Democrats is motivated by three factors. First, although some of the parties that are 
sometimes classified as radical right are contested members of this party family, this is 
not the case for the SD, making it appropriate as a point of departure when developing 
conceptual tools that can later be applied elsewhere.55 Still, we acknowledge that there are 
important differences within this party family – a point to which we return in the 
concluding section. Second, the SD has politicized the animal issue since the publication 
of its second party programme in 1994. Since then, animal-welfare policy has had its own 
heading in the party programmes and has been discussed in the election manifestoes. 
Third, the public support for animal protection is very strong in Sweden – more so, in 
fact, than in almost any other European country. Eighty per cent of Swedes agree with the 
statement that ‘it is very important to protect the welfare of farmed animals’, compared to 
an EU average of 57%. Furthermore, 93% per cent of Swedes are willing to pay more for 
products sourced from animal-welfare-friendly production systems, as compared to an 
EU average of 59%.56

The Sweden Democrats formed in 1988 and made its parliamentary breakthrough in 
the 2010 election, winning 5.7% of the votes. In the subsequent elections, the SD 
increased its support to 12.9% in 2014 and 17.5% in 2018, establishing itself as the 
third largest party in the Swedish Riksdag. The party’s comparatively late parliamentary 
breakthrough has been explained in part by its origins in right-wing extremist ideology 
and milieus.57 For much of its first decade in parliament, the SD was treated as a political 
‘pariah’ by the other parties, with reference to alleged extremism and a lack of shared 
basic values. As the party has grown, however, the cordon sanitaire erected against it has 
eroded, and since the 2018 election parts of the mainstream right have opened the door 
for political cooperation.58 The SD has primarily mobilized electoral support through its 
opposition to immigration and multiculturalism, together with Euroscepticism and 
welfare chauvinism – issues that reflect its core ideology. Still, as noted above, animal 
advocacy has been part of official party documents since the mid-1990s.

To analyse the SD’s animal advocacy, we draw on three kinds of documents. First, we 
make use of the most authoritative statements on official party positions: election 
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manifestos and party programmes. These have been published since 1988 and include 
manifestos for national elections and the European Parliament, as well as programmes of 
principles and of the party’s women’s wing. Second, we include the official party 
magazines SD-Bulletinen and SD-Kuriren, which have been published since 1988. To 
these, we add the youth organization magazine Ung Front, of which a few issues were 
published from 1993 to 1995. Third, we have collected all parliamentary motions sub-
mitted by the party that concerns animal issues during the period 2011–2019. Although 
these sum to 160 motions, many have been resubmitted on a yearly basis, meaning that 
the number of motions with unique content is considerably lower. In total, as summar-
ized in Table 1, our empirical material consists of almost 300 documents. We should 
emphasize, however, that apart from the parliamentary motions, many of these docu-
ments engage only briefly, if at all, with the animal issue. Finally, and less systematically, 
we also reference the occasional public statement made by senior party representatives.

Because of the variety of the data sources used, we draw on statements from different 
points in time and from different actors within the party. However, the bulk of the 
analysis relies on material from a relatively brief period of time (circa 2010–2020) and 
from core actors within the party (e.g. election manifestos and motions by members of 
the parliamentary group). Moreover, although the party clearly allows certain actors – 
such as the women’s wing – to profile themselves on animal issues, the fact that the SD is 
a highly centralized party leads us to view something like the women’s manifesto as 
representative of the party at large.59 Most importantly, however, our main goal here is 
not to answer the specific question of where the SD stands in terms of animal advocacy, 
but rather the more general question of how animals fit into the radical right ideology.

Because this study constitutes a first attempt to conceptually map the animal advocacy 
of the radical right, it is largely explorative. We use the theoretical expectations described 
above as a conceptual framework for structuring our analysis, as shown in Table 2. For 
each of the two levels of analysis, we have three analytical categories corresponding to our 
theoretical expectations. These categories are in turn operationalized as political state-
ments about animals. In the analysis, we assess whether or not statements of the kind 
shown in Table 2 can be found in the empirical material. Due to the explorative nature of 
the study, our analysis does not include a systematic classification of all empirical 
statements pertaining to animals; rather, we present a number of examples of how the 
SD’s animal advocacy corresponds to our analytical categories. Although an inductive 
approach could possibly uncover aspects that we do not address here, we believe 
a deductive strategy to be appropriate for our goal of mapping how animals fit within 

Table 1. Documents analysed.
Type of document Years covered N

Election manifestos/party programmes 1988–2020 15
Party magazines
● SD-Bulletinen 1988–1996 48
● SD-Kuriren 1988–2013 71
● Ung Front (youth wing) 1993–1994 3

Parliamentary motions related to animals 2011–2019 160
Total 298
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the ideology of the radical right. In pursuing this goal, we add empirical content to key 
theoretical concepts, and we lay a foundation for future studies.

Analysis

Animal advocacy and the core ideology of the radical right

Although animal advocacy has figured in official SD documents since 1994, the topic has 
become more elaborated over time. From 1994 to 2002, animal-welfare policies were 
motivated with the argument that ‘the respect for all living beings must be protected’.60 

Policy-wise, this consisted of a total ban on animal experiments, which in 1999 was 
modified to permit experiments for the purpose of saving human lives, such as the 
development of new medicine. The early party programmes also called for higher 
penalties for animal abuse, and a prohibition of animal ownership for persons who 
have previously mistreated animals. Moreover, the party favoured support for small- 
scale animal husbandry rather than large-scale industrial farming.

While the reasons for the party’s animal advocacy are stated only briefly in the early 
party programmes, more detailed reasons are given in other documents. For example, in 
a 1994 issue of the youth organization magazine it is stated that ‘a sense of animals and 
nature is a characteristic of young patriots’, that ‘true nationalists never treat animals 
badly’, and that ‘it is not a coincidence that there are many vegetarians in nationalist 
environments’.61 Mistreatment of animals is considered more common in other coun-
tries, tying in with the party’s anti-immigration stance: ‘When such people come and 
settle in our country their incomprehension of and disrespect towards animals shows 
itself here as well.’ A connection is made between respect for animals and conceptions of 
racial and cultural differences: ‘Animal cruelty also reflects certain peoples’ sadistic and 
perverse character, as for example the abominable kosher slaughter and its Islamic 
equivalent, halal.’

Although the animal advocacy is formulated more bluntly in the youth organization 
magazines, some of the core reasoning remains virtually unchanged. For example, a 2019 
motion by Richard Jomshof and others argues that ‘maltreatment of animals is undigni-
fied in Sweden, where we have high morals in the handling of our animals’.62 Another 
motion argues that animal protection is part of the national culture and identity for many 

Table 2. Analytical framework.
Level of analysis Analytical category Operationalization

Core ideology of the 
radical right

Nativism Statements referring to differences between native Swedes and non- 
natives in relation to the treatment of animals

Authoritarianism Statements calling for stricter laws and harder punishments for crimes 
against animals, and for norm conformity in this regard

Populism Statements about animals referring to the attributes and opinions of 
‘the people’, in particular as placed in opposition to ‘the elite’

Comparison with the 
animalist ideology

Animal welfare 
(utilitarianism)

Statements about the need for protecting animals, but which also 
allow for animal interests to be traded off against human interests

Compassionate 
conservatism

Statements conveying compassion for animals, but that also position 
them as subordinate to humans

Interdependence 
(nationalism)

Statements referring to human-animal interdependence, in particular 
about how animals contribute to the national community in terms 
of identity, history and tradition
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residents in the Nordic region.63 The women’s wing, for which animal advocacy has 
become something of a profile issue, highlights in its 2020 manifesto how animals are 
mistreated by people who do not view animals ‘with the same kind of respect and 
concern as we do in Sweden’.64 The manifesto also discusses the use of ritual slaughter 
at some length, with the short-term goal of introducing mandatory consumer informa-
tion and the long-term goal of banning such procedures. In the party magazine SD- 
Kuriren, Jomshof refers to halal slaughter as ‘animal cruelty in the name of multi-
culturalism’ and deplores the fact that the practice has become increasingly common in 
Sweden due to the large influx of Muslims, many of whom are here ‘on completely false 
grounds’.65 This condemnation of ritual slaughter sets the radical right apart from 
mainstream conservatives, for whom the practice may be as morally acceptable as 
hunting due to the fact that the animal suffering is a by-product and not the aim in 
itself.66 By emphasizing the ways in which people from other cultures engage in the 
mistreatment of animals, then, the SD connects animal advocacy with its most important 
core issue: nativism.

Many documents, such as the 2018 election manifesto, contain animal advocacy 
related to authoritarianism, most notably in the call for harsher penalties for animal 
cruelty.67 The reasoning behind such proposals is developed in more detail in a 2012 
parliamentary motion by Richard Jomshof and the party secretary at the time, Björn 
Söder.68 The motion states that the party’s criminal policies aim both at protecting the 
public and at offering restitution to victims. In keeping with the party’s view of violent 
crimes against humans, and to send a signal about how seriously society views animal 
cruelty, the motion calls for increasing the minimum and maximum sentencing, and for 
the introduction of aggravating circumstances for animal cruelty. The same rationales are 
repeated in another motion, which among other things calls for the creation of a special 
animal protection unit at the national level in order to enable more efficient crime 
prevention and prosecution.69 The motion also argues that Swedish legislation pertaining 
to animal protection is fragmented and calls for it to be consolidated into a distinct 
‘animal protection code’ (a proposal found in the election manifesto of 2014, but not 
2018).70 The women’s wing writes in its manifesto that violent crimes have become more 
vicious, towards humans and animals alike, and that animals such as horses, wild birds 
and hedgehogs are increasingly tormented and killed for enjoyment.71 The manifesto 
also calls for deportation to be part of the default sentencing for the proposed offence of 
aggravated animal cruelty.

The issue of bestiality is addressed not only as a question of protecting the animals but 
also as something deviant and contrary to the morals of ‘normal’ people. The youth 
magazine, as ever, puts the position most bluntly: ‘such sick deviance must not be 
accepted’.72 However, a similar stance has also been expressed by former party secretary 
Björn Söder, who stated on his blog that ‘sexual deviance’ such as bestiality and homo-
sexuality ‘is not normal and will never be normal’.73

Turning to the populist component, finally, several party documents link the view of 
animals to the properties of ‘the people’. For example, one motion states that ‘most 
Swedes are upset when animals are mistreated. Animal cruelty is not something that is 
tolerated and that evokes very strong emotions for most of us’.74 Another motion argues 
that the legal framework needs to be reformed so as to better reflect the public’s 
perception about the legal status of animals.75 It also contends that ‘the common man’ 
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(de breda folklagren) would not agree with the position that animals constitute property 
like any other. Some of the animal advocacy also has an anti-elitist component. One 
motion argues, for example, that the political elite is out of touch with ordinary people, 
failing as it does to acknowledge the societal value of equestrian activities.76 Elsewhere, 
finally, it is claimed that the state earns ‘blood money’ at the cost of ordinary people due 
to its taxing of veterinary care.77 In Table 3, we present a summary of the findings 
described in this section.

How does the radical right differ from animalist parties?

Having established how the SD’s animal advocacy relates to the three components of its 
core ideology, we turn now to the question of how it differs from that of the animalist 
parties. The SD’s website establishes that the party’s animal-welfare agenda is derived 
from the basic premise that animals have unique intrinsic value.78 The same formulation 
is also used in many of the parliamentary motions. However, unlike the animalist parties, 
the SD predominantly advocates animal welfare, as opposed to animal rights. This is 
indicated, for example, by the calls for preventing ‘unnecessary’ animal suffering found 
throughout most of the documents, including the most recent election manifesto and 
programme of principles.79 The SD takes a distinctly utilitarian approach in its attempts 
to strike a balance between animal welfare on the one hand, and the competitiveness of 
Swedish farmers on the other. This is a recurring theme in the manifestos, and one of the 
motions making a case for increased animal-welfare ambitions at the same time argues 
that these need to be considered in a ‘cost-benefit analysis’.80 The same motion also states 
that opposition to animal testing is not only motivated by animal welfare – such testing is 
also costly and inefficient.

Although the SD’s actual policy proposals are characterized by an animal-welfare 
perspective, then, there are certain ambiguities. Some of these are primarily of the 
linguistic kind, such as when the term ‘animal rights’ is used to describe a proposal 
that actually pertains to animal welfare. For example, stating that animals ‘have a right’ to 
be treated in accordance with current animal-welfare legislation is not the same as 
arguing that (some) animals have (some) basic rights. Several of the motions argue 
that animals should be able to exercise their natural behaviour. This is mandated by 
the Swedish Animal Welfare Act,81 and the motions therefore raise concerns that this 
requirement is not being met. Such motions include, for example, bans on the use of 

Table 3. Summary of empirical findings (the core ideology of the radical right).
Nativism Authoritarianism Populism

Sweden is a country of high morals when 
it comes to animal welfare.

Cruelty to animals must be met with 
stronger punishment; deportation 
should be the default.

The common man would not 
agree that animals are 
property like any other.

Animal cruelty is primarily perpetrated by 
those who do not respect and care for 
animals the way we do in Sweden (i.e. 
immigrants).

The police should have a special animal 
protection unit in the interest of more 
efficient crime prevention and 
conviction.

We need to revise animal 
legislation to better reflect 
the will of the people.

Ritual slaughter (kosher/halal) is 
a growing problem in Sweden caused 
by multiculturalism.

Maltreatment of animals is contrary to 
societal norms.

The political elite is out of 
touch with how ordinary 
people interact with 
animals.
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undomesticated animals in circuses and zoos, and improved standards for mink farms.82 

The substantively strongest animals-rights statement, recurring in some of the motions 
and found in the women’s wing manifesto, calls for a state inquiry into the question of 
how the legal status of animals can be strengthened.83 Such an inquiry is motivated by the 
fact that in the event of animal cruelty, the animal is considered property rather than 
a victim. This is perceived as especially problematic in the case of companion animals, 
which constitute ‘both property and a beloved family member’.

Raising the issue of legal status blurs the line between the animal-welfare perspective 
and the rights-based position of the animalist parties. However, important differences 
with the animalists remain. First, the question about legal status lacks the salience – and, 
possibly, intra-party consensus – for it to figure in the most important documents: 
election manifestos and programmes of principle84; these speak of ‘respect’ for animals 
but reiterate the idea of reducing ‘unnecessary’ suffering. Second, an inquiry into the 
topic is a modest proposal in comparison with the animalist call for equal basic rights for 
all animals. Third, the SD raises the issue of legal status by singling out certain categories 
of animals as more worthy of consideration, such as the status of companion animal or 
service animal.85

In terms of our conceptual categories, such differentiation is one indication that the 
radical right approaches animals not from the perspective of progressive egalitarianism 
(as do the animalists), but rather from the perspective of compassionate conservatism. 
Recall that the latter is a paternalistic doctrine where the compassionate regulate the lives 
of those who are the subjects of their compassion, and where some may be deemed more 
worthy of compassion than others. While the animalists advocate the right to life and 
liberty for all animals, the SD expresses ‘concern’, ‘respect’ and ‘compassion’, but without 
the egalitarian component; a hierarchy remains between humans and animals, between 
the compassionate and their subjects. A recurring phrase in the motions states that ‘the 
animals cannot speak for themselves, which makes them dependent upon humans and 
our benevolence’.86 Here, benevolence rather than equality or rights is the crucial 
component. Moreover, the programmes of principle state that the SD ‘views animal 
welfare as a measurement of how well developed a society is’.87 In other words, animal- 
welfare agendas say something about humans, rather than about animals: caring for 
animals is the decent thing to do in a civilized society, not because they are our equals but 
because they are dependent upon us.88 In the same vein, the programmes of principle 
speak of exercising responsible stewardship over nature.

This takes us, finally, to the third concept: the interdependence between humans, 
animals and the environment. As stated on the SD’s website, its goal is ‘to create a society 
where humans and animals can live together in harmony and in proximity to each 
other’.89 Like the animalists, the SD expresses interdependence partly in material 
terms, such as referring in the programmes of principle to our essential need for food, 
water and oxygen.90 The 2019 EU manifesto calls attention to how low animal-welfare 
standards result in the spread of disease.91 The motions note, for example, the link 
between livestock farming and the use of antibiotics or the fact that ‘animal health, 
growth, and production is intimately connected’.92 With few exceptions, the SD makes 
no connection between livestock and climate change.93 The material dimension focuses 
on the local rather than the global environment, such as how biodiversity is affected by 
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the introduction of wind turbines and hydropower dams, or by changes in farming 
practices or predator populations.94

In addition to the material dimension shared by the animalists, the SD also expresses 
a strong symbolic dimension of interdependence. This is most notably expressed in the 
party’s commitment to protecting the cultural heritage of the Swedish countryside. This 
is particularly explicit in one of the motions expressing concerns about how the cultural 
heritage is threatened by the transition from traditional to industrial varieties of animal 
husbandry.95 Many detrimental effects are identified, such as the disappearance of open 
pastures and of locally adapted ‘landrace breeds’ (lantraser). Also threatened are tradi-
tional ‘mountain farms’ (fäbodvallar) which, having produced unique cultural expres-
sions in terms of cooking, music and traditions, are considered an essential part of the 
Swedish historical identity. As modern farming increasingly takes place in an industrial 
setting, the motion cautions, ‘the Sweden that many so vividly portray when they proudly 
describe their homeland [. . .] may be gone in a few decades’. This symbolic dimension, 
then, gives the view of human/animal interdependence a distinct nationalist component 
that sets the radical right apart from the animalists. In Table 4, we present a summary of 
the findings described in this section.

Conclusions and discussion

In this study, we have shown how the radical right’s animal advocacy is shaped by its core 
ideology consisting of nativism, authoritarianism and populism. To do so, we have 
analysed the party manifestos, programmes, magazines and parliamentary motions of 
the radical right party the Sweden Democrats. Our analysis shows that the SD relates its 
animal advocacy to its nativism in multiple ways: it argues that Sweden is a country of 
high morals when it comes to animal welfare, it links immigration to an increased 
prevalence of animal cruelty (e.g. due to halal slaughter), and contends that non- 
Swedes do not share Swedes’ compassion for animals. In terms of authoritarianism, the 
SD calls for stricter laws, stronger punishment (including deportation), and increased 
resources for the police to prevent and prosecute violence towards animals. The party’s 
animal advocacy also has a populist component, with arguments about the views of ‘the 
common man’ and about how animal legislation needs to be reformed so as to better 
reflect the will of the people.

Table 4. Summary of empirical findings (comparison with the animalist ideology).
Animal welfare (utilitarianism) Compassionate conservatism Interdependence (nationalism)

The basic premise of animal protection is 
to safeguard the animals’ intrinsic 
value.

Animals cannot speak for themselves, 
making them dependent on our 
compassion.

Man is a part of nature and cannot 
exist without it; it fulfils not only 
material but also symbolic 
needs.

Unnecessary animal suffering should be 
prevented (ergo, necessary suffering is 
acceptable).

Animals should be treated with 
respect; we should exercise 
responsible stewardship.

Agriculture and animal husbandry 
is a prerequisite for preserving 
the Swedish cultural heritage.

There is a conflict of interest between 
Swedish animal welfare and 
international competitiveness; a cost- 
benefit analysis is needed.

Companion animals, who are both 
property and beloved family 
members, are particularly worthy of 
compassion.

The goal is a society where 
humans and animals can live 
together in harmony.
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We have also explored the question of why radical right parties share much of 
‘animalist’ parties’ concerns for animal well-being, while they share very little of these 
parties’ progressive and egalitarian visions. While the animalists promote an animal- 
rights agenda and the abolition of human use of animals, the SD promotes animal welfare 
and the minimization of ‘unnecessary’ suffering. Contrary to the animal-rights view, the 
party makes utilitarian arguments about how to balance animal welfare and the competi-
tiveness of Swedish farmers. Furthermore, rather than wishing to include animals in an 
ever-growing circle of basic rights, the SD approaches animals from the perspective of 
‘compassionate conservatism’: we should care for animals not because they are our equals 
but rather because they are dependent on us, and some animals, such as pets, are more 
worthy of consideration than others. Finally, unlike the animalists, the SD considers 
human/animal interdependence not only in material terms but also in terms of its 
symbolic values: traditional animals and farming practices are a crucial part of the 
Swedish cultural heritage and therefore merit protection.

In conclusion, the animal-welfare policies promoted by the SD are shaped by its core 
ideology, and so are the ways in which these policies differ from those rooted in the 
animalist ideology. The protection of national values and traditions, the local country-
side, and Swedish farmers is very much in line with the party’s nativism. The inegalitarian 
nature of the SD’s compassion for animals also has an analogy in its welfare chauvinism, 
according to which some recipients of welfare services are viewed as more deserving than 
others. The SD clearly uses animal issues as ‘a measuring stick that operates to signify 
white/Western cultures as uniquely humane and civilized while stigmatizing minorities/ 
non-Western cultures as backward or barbaric’.96 However, the party also opposes 
certain majority practices, such as unanaesthetized piglet castration and the keeping of 
wild animals in zoos and circuses. In other words, its animal advocacy is not only used 
instrumentally, as a pretext to denigrate immigrants, but also reflects a broader commit-
ment to animal welfare.

Although voter concern for animals can be found across the political spectrum,97 

compatibility with the broader ideological framework is necessary for the issue to become 
salient for political parties.98 Such compatibility, we would argue, explains why the 
radical right is the strongest advocate of animal welfare on the right (in Sweden and 
potentially elsewhere). Whereas liberal parties are committed to moral pluralism, the 
radical right is more likely to hold certain things to be contrary to the moral intuitions of 
‘the people’, and therefore worthy of proscription. As compared to mainstream con-
servative parties, moreover, the radical right is less committed to economic liberalism. It 
is therefore more inclined towards regulation and faces less of a trade-off between 
property rights and the intrinsic worth of animals. A further exploration of the variation 
in right-wing support for animal protection could prove a useful agenda for future 
research.

This study constitutes a first attempt to conceptually map the animal advocacy of the 
radical right. For this reason, we have focused on a single case, but the conclusions have 
broader theoretical relevance. We encourage future research to study the ways in which 
animal advocacy differs between parties in the radical right family. Although this family 
is not necessarily more heterogenous than other party families,99 the parties therein 
differ, for example, in terms of their degree of social conservatism or support for 
economic liberalism. Similarly, the role and salience of animal advocacy in present day 
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radical right party ideology appears to differ. The Danish People’s Party, which has 
served as an inspiration for the SD in several respects, has a broad profile on animal 
rights, including a website dedicated entirely to animals.100 The Norwegian Progress 
Party and the Freedom Party of Austria similarly promote animal protection, whereas for 
others, such as the Finns Party, this issue is less important. Future research should 
explore such differences in the content and salience of radical right animal advocacy, 
as well as the relationship between the parties’ policy positions and their broader ideology 
of nativism, authoritarianism and populism.
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