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Abstract

This thesis explores economic-political attitudes among working-class individuals supporting

radical right-wing parties, using European Social Survey data from 15 European countries.

Although further insight into this matter is a key component in solving the “puzzle” of the

working class’s turn to the radical right and would cast light on the mechanisms of

postmaterialisation, it has hitherto been remarkably understudied. Based on previous

empirical indications and theoretical assumptions, three hypotheses are constructed and tested

using multiple linear regression analysis: working-class supporters of the radical right are 1)

economically right-wing, 2) economically left-wing and/or 3) carry welfare preferences

shaped by TAN-oriented sociocultural values, marked most importantly by exclusionism and

conditionality. The results lend support for hypothesis 2: in attitudes related to economic

distribution and equality, there is no substantial disagreement between radical right-wing and

social democratic workers. Regarding hypothesis 3, the data hint at a divide between Eastern

and Western Europe. Despite being economic-politically left-wing, Western European radical

right-wing workers show aversion towards certain aspects of the welfare state and, above all,

distrust in the deservingness of welfare recipients – attitudes reflecting their sociocultural

TAN orientation, not their position on the traditional, economic-political dimension of

conflict. While welfare aversion and conditionality derived from conservatism and/or

ethnonationalism hence reconcile these workers with their parties of preference, a new

tension emanates: the contradiction between Western European workers’ material demand for

political intervention aimed at economic equality and their non-material reluctance to welfare

and demonisation of welfare beneficiaries – including unemployed workers.
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Class-Politics in the Shadow of Postmaterialism: the

Ambiguous Economic-Political Views of Europe’s Radical

Right-Wing Workers

1. Introduction: postmaterialisation and the working class’s turn to the

radical right

The working class hero of the 21st century has been one historically associated with hostility

towards traditional institutions of the labour movement (Mosimann, Rennwald &

Zimmermann 2019, pp. 68-9) and that across Europe engages in coalition building with

bourgeois parties: the radical right. Thomas Frank asked in 2004 “What’s the matter with

Kansas” – across the Atlantic Ocean, we may now ask: what is the matter with Europe? What

compels such a large portion of European workers to vote in defiance of their a priori

economic interests? How do working-class individuals reconcile their support for the radical

right, by which they in extension sanction rightist economic policy, with their own position in

the class structure?

While the question of why the public in general and the working class in particular are

attracted by radical right-wing parties has already received vast scholarly attention, existing

studies have focused primarily on sociocultural values, above all anti-immigration

sentiments, as the explanatory factor (see e.g. Arzheimer 2018; Ivarsflaten & Stubarger 2013,

pp. 129-30; Oesch 2008, pp. 365-7). As has been noted, however, what makes workers’

support for the radical right “puzzling” is the economic-political aspect (Ivarsflaten 2005,

468; Oesch 2008, p. 350; Spies 2013, p. 298).

The striking phenomenon of the working-class abandoning traditional labour parties

and paving the way for the success of the new, radical right across Europe (see e.g.

Arzheimer 2013, pp. 83 & 89; Betz & Meret 2013, pp. 107-9; Bornschier & Kriesi 2013,

10-11 & 19; Oesch & Rennwald 2018, p. 800), is part of a broader political transformation by

which issues conceived as non-economic increasingly overshadow economic-political

conflict in structuring politics. During the major part of the 20th century, economic or

material issues rooted in class cleavages were recognized as the primary source of political

antagonism and struggle. This main dimension of conflict was illustrated by the traditional
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left-right-scale – reworded sometimes as “labour versus capital” or “socialism versus

capitalism” – expressing contestation of ownership, distribution and degree of collective

control over the economy (see e.g. Houtman, Achterberg & Derks 2012[2008], pp. 46, 55-6

& 60-1; Inglehart 1984, p. 25). As long as the material was the focal point of politics,

political alignment had a clear class structure (see e.g. Andersen & Bjørklund 1990, p. 206;

Inglehart & Norris 2017, p. 447). Members of the working class were expected to support

traditional labour parties to strengthen their own position in the labour market and promote

the socio-economic welfare of the group to which they belonged.

Past decades’ arguably paradigmatic attentional shift from material to non-material

issues is closely intertwined with the process of economic-political de-polarisation. The two

tendencies are mutually reinforcing and incited in part by the same, structural causes (see

below). Already in the 50s and 60s, political scientists professed alleviated class-polarisation

and de-politicisation of the economy to follow from increased material welfare of the public

and de-radicalisation or “domestication” of traditional labour parties through incorporation in

the state apparatus (Lipset 1964, pp. 271-86; Lipset & Rokkan 1967, pp. 22 & 60).

In light of these developments, the term postmaterialism was coined in 1977 by

Ronald Inglehart who, building upon Abraham Maslow’s well-known hierarchy of needs,

foresaw a gradual shift in public preferences in postindustrial societies. Having basic needs of

economic and physical security already ensured, the Western public would increasingly come

to prioritise non-material values linked to culture, identity and nature (Inglehart 1977;

Inglehart 1984, p. 25-8). Although Inglehart’s way of theorising and explaining this

phenomenon has (rightly) been questioned (Flanagan 1987, pp. 1311-2; Houtman, Achterberg

& Derks 2012[2008], pp. 36-7; Ignazi 1992, pp. 5-6), he was undeniably right in predicting

an emanating political focus-shift.

What has unfolded is not, however, a homogenous group of postmaterialists

embracing progressive values and individual freedom but a new dimension of conflict

spanning between two distinct poles, diametrically opposed but similar in both covering

issues presented as unrelated to economic conflict (see e.g. Bornschier 2010, pp. 419-23).

The non- or postmaterial political spectrum has been conceptualised as Green, Alternative,

Libertarian (GAL) versus Traditional, Authoritarian, Nationalist (TAN)(Hooghe, Marks &

Wilson 2002, pp. 966-7 & 976). These extremes are understood as two respectively coherent

sets of attitudes on non-economic issues. GAL denotes so-called progressive values,

including endorsement of individual freedom and self-determination, environmentalism and
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globalisation while TAN is instead a socioculturally conservative position associated with

assertions of law and order, political authority, traditional morality and ethno-nationalism.1

In 1992, Piero Ignazi labelled Europe’s surging radical right as “the unwanted

children of postmaterialism”, a non-material backlash provoked by the progressive,

libertarian or GAL-oriented side of postmaterialism anticipated by Inglehart (Ignazi 1992, pp.

6, 16-9 & 25). In fact, Inglehart himself had already in 1984 written that postmaterialisation

“may stimulate a reaction in which much of the working class sides with the Right to reaffirm

(…) emphasis on economic growth, military security, and domestic law and order” (Inglehart

1984, p. 28). Reflecting upon the past decades’ rise of TAN-oriented movements across the

world, Inglehart more recently together with Pippa Norris deemed the progressive, libertarian

side of postmaterialism “its own gravedigger” (Inglehart & Norris 2017, pp. 444 & 447).

The conservative and authoritarian reaction should not, however, be understood as a

response merely to the contents of GAL-oriented postmaterialism. Rather, progressive

socio-cultural values spur a conservative, authoritarian response by drawing attention away

from the economic dimension of conflict, which has simultaneously become increasingly

depolarised. The dire proclamation of gravedigging is particularly applicable to the left and

its postmaterial focus shift. As Scott C. Flanagan explained already in 1987:

The emphasis of the New Left helped to crowd the economic issues of

the agenda and have rather provoked the emergence of the New Right set of

moral and religious issues. It is because these issues have little or nothing to

do with traditional class issues and material, economic concerns that the New

Right parties are able to draw the support disproportionately from the working

class (Flanagan 1987, pp. 1308-9).

While it is certainly reasonable to argue that leftist or egalitarian parties’ preoccupation with

postmaterial issues drew attention from the economic-political dimension of conflict, thereby

spurring a conservative, nationalist and authoritarian response, the mechanism should be

understood as working in both directions. That is, increased saliency for “new” political

1 The terms “GAL” and “TAN” were not formulated until the early 2000. In earlier discussions, the
concepts were referred to as “Postmaterialist” and “Materialist” (materialist in this context indicating
not economical but socioculturally conservative and favouring strict law and order. See Flanagan 1987
for a discussion on this conceptual confusion), “Libertarian” and “Authoritarian” or “New Left” and
“New Right”.
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issues is also the result of a prior, economic-political depolarisation which allowed for

non-material antagonisms to dominate the agenda.

From the late 70s and onwards, many European social democratic parties embraced

the prevailing neo-liberal zeitgeist, making a turn towards the economic right (Bandau 2023,

pp. 187-9; Judis 2016, pp. 119 & 126-7). This process is closely interrelated to that of

postmaterialisation. Both are fuelled in part by the same underlying factors: improvement in

material welfare among large segments of Western populations, economic-political

constraints imposed by globalisation and a total renunciation of Soviet communism as a

viable alternative (Kitschelt 2004, p. 8). But the rightist turn of Social democracy and other

left-wing movements also by itself contributed to economic depoliticisation (see e.g. Evans &

Tilley 2012, p. 974), thereby promoting the surge of new, postmaterial issues and conflicts

(Cuperus 2018, pp. 186-7).

Against this backdrop of economic depoliticisation and postmaterialisation of political

conflict and discourse, what has become of the economic-political preferences of the

“postmaterial class-voters”, the workers supporting TAN-oriented right-wing parties?

Although the radical right-wing party family is heterogeneous when it comes to economic

orientation, the parties generally – at least in the Western European context – advocate

centre-right to right-wing economic politics and form coalitions with parties located to the

right on the economic-political spectrum. This gives rise to the question of whether the

workers supporting these parties are themselves economically right-wing despite their

class-position, or if else, support parties that defy their actual economic-political interests and

preferences?

While there is now extensive evidence that affinities towards the radical right are

entrenched first and foremost in non-material, sociocultural values (see e.g. Rovny 2013, p.

18; Rovny & Polk 2020, pp. 14-6), the economic-political position of the right-wing workers

remains less certain – despite being the arguably most non-intuitive and intriguing element of

their political stance. Does this group diverge from workers adhering to traditional patterns of

class-voting, therein fronting an attitudinal shift among the labourers of late capitalism – or

are their radical right-wing sympathies masking the fact that they are nonetheless, in the

economic sense, left-wing?

In the present thesis, I explore economic-political attitudes among workers voting for

or sympathising with radical right-wing parties using quantitative survey data from 15

countries, collected by the European Social Survey. Building on existing theory and empirical
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indications, three partly contrasting hypotheses are formulated and tested: 1) workers

supporting radical right-wing parties differ from left-wing workers in their economic-political

views, holding attitudes more similar to those of bourgeois voters, 2) the group in question

does not differ significantly from left-wing oriented workers in opinions on the political

economy and 3) the group holds ambiguous economic-political attitudes indicative of what

has been referred to as welfare chauvinism, exclusionism or right-wing egalitarianism (terms

that will be further discussed in following sections).

1.1 The Radical Right

Among the most influential conceptualisations of the party family referred to here as the

radical right is that offered by Cas Mudde. Mudde identifies ethno-nationalism or nativism

coupled with authoritarian ideals of a strictly ordered society marked by law and order as its

essential characteristics (Mudde 2007, pp. 18-24; see also Rydgren 2007, pp. 242-3).

Traditional or conservative ethics and values may also be added to this definition (see e.g.

Jungar & Jupskås 2014, p. 218; Mudde 2007, p. 21). The parties referred to are, in other

words, located close to the TAN endpoint of the non-material dimension of conflict (and will

alternately be referred to as TAN-oriented right-wing parties). The term radical indicates that

the parties hold anti-systemic, illiberal tendencies (further discussed below), but do not – as

do the far- or extreme right – aim to entirely overthrow liberal democracy (see e.g. Mudde

2007, pp. 23-4; Eatwell & Goodwin 2018, pp. 126-8).

Lastly, Mudde adds populism to the definition (Mudde 2007, p. 23). Without a doubt,

this is now conventional terminology: the European radical right-wing parties are commonly

termed populist radical right. Much ink has been spilt, however, on the question of what

populism actually is and what it refers to in this context. I have chosen to abstain from using

the term as I am hesitant about the conceptualisation of populism, proposed by Mudde

amongst others, by which the radical right is accredited with an element of radical

democratism.

In the most rudimentary understanding and usage of the word, populism often denotes

political ingenuity or demagoguery – misleading political expressions aiming merely to

attract voters, not rooted in political conviction. In theoretical discussions on the populist

term, however, its definition as a “thin ideology” has often approximated a Rousseauian or

radical (as opposed to liberal and constitutionalist) conception of democratism, emphasising
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the absolute sovereignty of the people (see e.g. Canovan 2002, pp. 25 & 33-4). Mudde writes

in his influential exposition that populist (radical right-wing) parties “argue that politics

should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people”, compared to

which “nothing is more important” (Mudde 2007, p. 23). In a later contribution, Mudde

together with Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser asserts that in the inherent struggle between

democratic and liberal elements of liberal democracy, “populism is clearly on the side of

majority rule” (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2012, p. 17).

While it is undeniably true that parties labelled as populist oppose liberal elements of

democracy, I would argue that in the case of the radical right, the asserted alternative is not

that of the volonté générale or vox populi but rather a particular ideology, namely

ethno-nationalism (see Rydgren 2017 for a similar discussion). The movement’s

self-proclaimed struggle for “the people” against “the elite” is more accurately perceived as a

political style or rhetoric, not an ideology in the common sense of the term (see e.g. Moffitt &

Tormey 2014, pp. 384 & 386-91; Weyland 2001, pp. 11 & 18). It is a pretence of the own,

often elitist, ideological project to be the will of the people rather than a principled, universal

devotion to the sacredness of the majority will.

It is, of course, possible that the two will coincide empirically (i.e. that the majority

happens to conform to the political agenda of the radical right), but it is then a matter of

circumstance and not symptomatic of an a priori theoretical-political unity. In like manner,

the movement’s resentment towards the political and societal establishment and rejection of

liberal restraints is rooted not so much in an unconditional defence of majoritarian democracy

or reluctance to political elites per se, as in hostility towards political opponents who reject its

ethno-nationalist political project (see e.g. Rydgren 2017, p. 490).

In short, if populism, in line with the now well-established definition, is understood as

the claim that “politics should be an expression of the volonté générale” (Mudde &

Kaltwasser 2012, p. 8), it is not an appropriate label for the contemporary radical right. Its

illiberal tendencies may instead be referred to simply as illiberalism.

1.1.1 The economic politics of the radical right

The “puzzlingness” of the working class support for the radical right hinges on the

assumption that these parties are right-wing in the economic sense, or at least significantly

more right-wing than existing left-wing alternatives.
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In the 90s, the “winning formula” of the radical right was famously declared by

Kitschelt and Anthony J. McGann to be an authoritarian and traditionalist orientation

combined with economic neoliberalism (1995, pp. vii-viii). Put differently, these parties were

expected to assume an extreme position not only in the non-material but also in the

economic-political realm.

However, this perspective has since been refuted. Many scholars have acknowledged

the economic policy of radical right-wing parties to having either always differed from or

gradually strayed from a clear-cut right-wing economic orientation (Afonso & Rennwald

2018, p. 172; Betz & Meret 2013, pp. 117-8 & 120; Judis 2016, pp. 138-9; Lange 2007, 429;

Mudde 2007, pp. 119-20; Rovny & Polk 2020, pp. 248-9). The question of how their

economic-political position should alternatively be understood has been widely debated. It

has been suggested that the parties are 1) adopting elements of a traditional social-democratic

economic stance (Eatwell & Goodwin 2018, 130-1), 2) intentionally vague or “blurry” on

economic issues (Rovny 2013, pp. 12-20; Rovny & Polk 2020, p. 249) or 3) characterised

economically by nativism or “welfare chauvinism” (Otjes et al. 2018, pp. 270-5, 279-80 &

286).

The term welfare chauvinism was originally coined in 1990 by Jørgen Goul Andersen

and Tor Bjørklund to describe the particular approach to the welfare state of the Norwegian

and Danish progress parties and their voters. These parties, the authors argued, were not

averse to the welfare state per se but aspired to reserve it for “the own”, ethnically defined

nationals, while limiting its accessibility for immigrants (Andersen & Bjørklund 1990, pp.

212 & 214).

While the notion of welfare chauvinism involves a distinct, ethno-nationalist element,

it is an expression of the more general tendency of demarcating between welfare- insiders and

outsiders, producers and consumers or, simply, deserving and undeserving groups of welfare

recipients. Immigrants and the unemployed are commonly subsumed in the latter category

(see e.g. Andersen & Bjørklund 1990, p. 204; Chueri 2020, pp. 1093-4; Houtman, Achterberg

& Derks 2012[2008]).2 Ascribing welfare rights exclusively to groups or individuals meeting

certain criteria may also be termed conditionality (Oorschot 2006a, p. 27).

Radical right-wing parties’ purportedly non-right-wing economic-political stance has

been suggested as part of the solution to the puzzle of their support among the working class

(Derks 2006, p. 197). I would argue that this conclusion is unsatisfactory. While it is true that

2 Welfare chauvinism and related concepts will be further discussed in the section on hypotheses
regarding the economic attitudes of the voters of radical right-wing parties.
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Kitschelt’s vision of a radical right assuming a neoliberal laissez-faire orientation at the

extreme of the economic-political spectrum is in most cases lacking, these parties’ economic

agenda is generally not a traditional left-wing one aiming at decommodifying the worker.

Data from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey, presented by Magnus Hagevi et al., show

that although the radical right has become less economically right-wing since the 2000s, the

party group is still closer to the bourgeois party families than to the social democratic ones on

the economic-political spectrum. This holds despite European Social democratic parties’

general move towards the economic right since the 1970s (Hagevi et al. 2022, pp. 228-9; see

also Brug et al. 2013, pp. 67 & 71; Otjes et al. 2018, p. 284).

Some further points on the radical right-wing parties’ economic policy deserve to be

made. First, left-wing proclamations of the radical right have been understood as populist in

the most everyday understanding of the term: as insincere, attempting to attract

(working-class) voters rather than rooted in political conviction (see e.g. Havertz 2020, p.

561). Whether it is an intentional strategy or not, the vague, ambiguous and sometimes

internally contradictory economic-political statements of radical right parties allow them to

attract voters across the economic spectrum, from different socio-economic segments (Rovny

2013, pp. 17-20). Apart from workers, small business owners – a segment known to be

among the most right-wing in the economic sense – compose a crucial part of the radical

right-wing voter base (Ivarsflaten 2005, p. 265). Would radical right-wing parties position

themselves clearly to the left of the economic spectrum, they risk, as Eelco Harteveld puts it,

to “win the ‘losers’ but lose the ‘winners’” (Harteveld 2016, pp, 231-2).

Secondly, it is disputable whether welfare chauvinism or support for a robust welfare

system reserved for the deserving could be interpreted as left-wing or as a position “beyond”

left and right. Welfare chauvinism and related forms of exclusionism target welfare recipients

supposedly exploiting social benefits and services, allegations which may in turn justify

cut-downs and less accessible social security (see e.g. Chueri 2020, p. 1093-4; Slothuus 2007,

323-7 & 335-7). Similar expressions have been referred to as neo-liberal populism, a rhetoric

employed by the (economic) right to attract support for austerity programmes and welfare

entrenchment (Meade & Kiely 2020, p. 29).

Thirdly, as pointed out by Alexandre Afonso, in order to gain office these parties will

typically build coalitions with the traditional, bourgeois right. Whether preferred by their

voters or not, the radical right will thereby sanction right-wing economic policy (Afonso

2014, pp. 271 & 276). According to empirical findings made by Afonso, Leonce Röth and
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Dennis Spies, the inclusion of a radical right-wing party does have a curbing effect on

welfare entrenchment of economically liberal, bourgeois governments – but has no

substantial effect on labour market politics, economic deregulation and privatisation. On

these notes, intentions of radical right-wing and bourgeois parties seemingly converge (Röth,

Afonso & Spies 2018, pp. 336-40 & 344-6). On these notes, the interests of radical

right-wing and bourgeois parties seemingly converged (Röth, Afonso & Spies 2018, pp.

336-40 & 344-6). Furthermore, a more recent study found that bourgeois governments that

did include a radical right-wing party made larger cuts in public expenditure aimed at groups

identified as undeserving, there among the unemployed (Chueri 2020, pp. 1097-8 & 1100).

These general remarks aside, it is undeniable that economic positioning among radical

right-wing parties varies quite a bit (Mudde 2007, p. 123). In some of the Western European

countries included in the analysis, Finland being the most evident example, the main radical

right-wing party is not significantly more right-wing oriented in the economic sense than the

major left-wing party in the same party system.

Table 1. Positioning of radical right-wing parties in the included countries on the GAL-TAN and economic left-right

spectrum according to estimations made by CHES (Jolly et al. 2022; Polk et al. 2017). Both dimensions range between 0

(Left, GAL) and 10 (Right, TAN). The displayed parties were respectively the largest radical right-wing party in each

country at the time of the data collection. For parties that were not included in the 2014 CHES round, data from 2019 is

used. Positions of the Norwegian and Swiss radical right-wing parties are not displayed since CHES does not cover these

countries.
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Table 1 shows the economic-political and sociocultural positions of the main radical

right-wing parties in the included countries except for Norway and Switzerland, for which no

data exists. The major radical right-wing parties in these two countries are generally regarded

as comparably right-wing in the economic sense (see Appendix A).

As seen, the parties are concentrated near the TAN extreme on the non-material

spectrum while scattered widely across the economic-political scale. Five of the radical

right-wing parties are assigned a number below 5 on the economic spectrum. The mean is

5.5616, not much higher than the centre value, while the standard deviation is 1.6564. For

GAL-TAN positioning, the mean is as high as 8.8159 and the standard deviation is merely

0.5906.

Data from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey on party positioning show, however, that

several of the economically “centrist” radical right-wing parties in Western Europe shifted

towards the economic right from 2014 to 2019 (Jolly et al. 2022; Polk et al. 2017). This holds

for the Finnish as well as the Austrian, French, Dutch and Swedish radical right-wing parties

(although the difference was in the last case very small). The only party which showed the

opposite tendency was Belgian Vlaams Belang, classified by CHES as slightly closer to the

“centre” in 2019 than in 2014.

Turning to Eastern Europe, the largest radical right-wing parties are in three of the

four included countries assigned a number below 5 in CHES estimations of economic policy.

In Estonia, the radical right-wing party EKRE is nevertheless more right-wing-oriented than

the country’s main left-wing alternative. In Hungary and Poland, the case is another: Polish

party Law and Justice as well as Hungarian Fidesz (as well as the country’s second radical

right-wing party, Jobbik) were, in the economic sense, slightly more left-wing than the social

democratic parties in the same party system.

2. Previous research

Existing research related to the topic under investigation addresses the economic attitudes of

workers or radical right-wing voters respectively, studies radical right-wing workers in

individual countries or treats distributional preferences as a single explanatory variable

among others, testing its capacity to ‘predict’ radical right-wing voting. From the cumulated

empirical findings that exist to date, three broad indications can be discerned, mirroring the

three contrasting hypotheses presented in the introductory chapter.
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2.1 Radical right-wing workers as economically left-wing

Various empirical findings indicate that the working-class voters or sympathisers of the

radical right might be left-wing in the economic sense. In a study from 2008, Kai Arzheimer

concluded that looking at the entire electorate, support for economic liberalisation showed no

positive effect on the propensity to vote for radical right-wing parties (Arzheimer 2008, p.

179). Similarly, Jan Rovny and Jonathan Polk concluded that individuals supporting the

radical right (class not taken into account) do not necessarily share the parties’

economic-political position (Rovny & Polk 2020, pp. 260-3). In a recent study, Pascal D.

König and Georg Wenzelburger showed that if coupled with strong political dissatisfaction,

pro-redistribution attitudes increase the propensity to vote for radical right-wing parties in

certain contexts (König & Wenzelburger 2022; see also Brug et al. 2013, p. 64-5). In short, it

seems radical right voters do not necessarily share the parties’ economic-political stance.

Existing data suggest that this might apply particularly to the working-class segment

of these parties’ voter base. Looking at survey data from 2008 and 2009, Simon Bornschier

and Hanspeter Kriesi found market-liberal workers to be attracted by the mainstream rather

than radical right-wing parties. Economic right-wingness was found to be only weakly

related to radical right-wing support among the working class (Bornschier & Kriesi 2013, pp.

22-4).

Data from individual countries point in the same direction. In an anthology on the

radical right from 2013, Magnus E. Marsdal presented evidence that working-class

individuals supporting the Norwegian radical right-wing party Fremskrittspartiet were –

despite the party’s economic policy being “drawn from the chilliest wells of American

laissez-faire and Thatcherism” – economically leftist (Marsdal 2013, pp. 39 & 45-7). In the

Swedish context, Maria Oskarsson and Marie Demker studied explanatory factors behind

working-class support for the Sweden Democrats (SD) using survey data from 2008.

Economic-political orientation displayed no effect, indicating that everything else similar,

workers supporting the SD were not significantly more right-wing economically than other

working-class voters (Oskarsson & Demker 2013, pp. 186-8).

Regarding political attitudes of the working class at large, it is well established that

generally, the group holds left-wing economic preferences and sociocultural values

associated with the TAN position (Brug & Spanje 2009, pp. 328-9; Harteveld 2016, p. 230;

Lindh & McCall 2020, 422 & 426-7; Rennwald & Oesch 2018, pp. 796 & 800) – although, as
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will be returned to in the following chapter, the latter seem to relate to educational level

rather than socioeconomic class in itself.

In short, several empirical findings implicate that workers supporting the radical right

may well be left-wing in the economic sense. Yet, other indications point in the opposite

direction.

2.2 Radical right-wing workers as economically right-wing

First, two studies indicate that individuals who are socioculturally TAN-oriented and

economically left-wing might, contrary to what has been suggested above, not be inclined to

vote for radical right-wing parties. Sven Hillen and Nils D. Steiner conclude that individuals

holding such preferences are discontented by the lack of political options – the lack of a

leftist TAN party – and show a significantly higher tendency to abstain from voting compared

to those holding other sets of attitudes (Hillen & Steiner 2020, pp. 341-4). Zoe Lefkofridi,

Markus Wagner and Johanna E. Willman found that the group of voters coupling

economically left-wing and socioculturally authoritarian attitudes generally showed no

stronger propensity to vote for the radical right than for the libertarian left (Lefkofridi,

Wagner & Willman 2020, p. 74).

Surveying the radical right-wing voter base as a whole, Silke Goubin and Marc

Hooghe concluded – based on the same ESS data that will be analysed in the present study –

that support for redistribution had a negative rather than a positive effect on the probability of

voting for the radical right, while welfare chauvinism and fear of welfare state abuse showed

a clear positive effect (Goubin & Hooghe 2021, pp. 444 & 447-9). This is in line with

Matthijs Rooduijn’s findings that in nine out of ten studied countries, support for

redistribution had no positive effect on the propensity to vote for the radical right, Finland

being the only exception (Rooduijn 2018, pp. 361-3). Using data from 2002 and 2003,

Elisabeth Ivarsflaten and Rune Stubarger found that, conversely, an economic-political

right-wing orientation was associated with a slightly higher probability of voting for the

radical right (2013, pp. 129-30).

Regarding workers specifically, Line Rennwald and Daniel Oesch’s study from 2018

showed that while cultural attitudes are incontestably decisive in predicting working-class

support for RRW parties, economic right-wing attitudes do account for a slight increase in the
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likelihood for a production worker to vote for the radical right when holding sociocultural

attitudes constant (Rennwald & Oesch 2018, pp. 798-9).

Comparing the blue-collar working-class and small business-owning radical

right-wing electorates in Denmark and France, Ivarsflaten in her work from 2005 discovered

that while workers and business owners who voted for French Front National differed sharply

in their economic attitudes, the former being left-wing and the latter right-wing, the two

distinct class segments of the Danish People’s party’s voter base instead held similar

economic-political attitudes, described by Ivarsflaten as “centrist” (Ivarsflaten pp. 2005, pp.

480-2).

Addressing the puzzle of the working-class radical right-wing vote, Anton Derks

showed in a study from 2006, examining the Flemish electorate, that the working-class voters

in question were not left-wing in the economic sense – at least not in a coherent manner.

While they were quite in favour of economic egalitarianism, not much less so than their

Social Democratic counterparts, they showed aversion towards the welfare state. Derks

declared that “in the contemporary post-industrial context, the labour-capital opposition lost

its ideological appeal”, having been replaced by a widespread acceptance of the free market

economy (Derks 2006, pp. 193-4 & 197).

Derks did not, however, suggest that radical right-wing workers were unequivocally

right-oriented in their opinions on the economy, but rather that they held what, in the

discussion on the economic policy of the radical right-wing parties, has been presented as a

third position beyond left and right: the set of attitudes referred to above as welfare

chauvinism, or exclusionism. Derks terms the ambiguous positioning of this group –

combining preferences for economic equality with anti-welfare sentiments, “right-wing

egalitarianism” (Derks 2006, pp. 178-9 & 193).

2.3 Radical right-wing workers as welfare-chauvinist and conditional

Existing empirical findings suggest that perceived socioeconomic vulnerability gives rise to a

restrictive, conditional welfare approach. While subjective and objective experiences of

economic vulnerability had a positive effect on economic egalitarianism, which in turn

hampers welfare-chauvinistic tendencies, the subjective experience of vulnerability instead

strengthened welfare-chauvinism by inducing feelings of ethnic threat (Kros & Coenders

2019, p. 866).
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These findings resemble those presented by Jan Mewes and Steffen Mau who

identified socio-economic class, but more importantly, the sense of personal economic

precariousness as significant predictors of welfare chauvinism (Mewes & Mau 2012, pp.

139-41 & 148-50). However, in line with previous work by Jeroen van der Waal et al., the

authors acknowledge the interrelated aspects of sociocultural values and level of education to

be the dominant explanatory factors: the lower educated and those holding authoritarian

attitudes are considerably more prone to hold welfare-chauvinistic attitudes, while the

opposite is true for non-materially libertarian, well-educated individuals (Mewes & Mau

2012, pp. 139-41 & 149; Waal et al. 2010, pp. 353 & 356-1).

Considering welfare-conditionality more broadly, as a phenomenon related not only to

nativism and attitudes towards immigrants specifically, Paulus Wagner has recently studied

“producerism” or “laborism” among workers. The terms refer to the notions that welfare

rights should be reserved for those who contribute reciprocally (provided that they are able).

Through in-depth interviews with manual workers, Wagner found such conceptions to be

highly prevalent among the group (Wagner 2022, pp. 128-33).

In a similar vein, the above-mentioned Derks together with Dick Houtman and Peter

Achterberg presented evidence from Flemish Belgium (1996), and from the Netherlands

(1997) that an ambiguous economic-political stance, pairing support for economic

redistribution with aversion towards certain aspects of the welfare state, actually

characterised the working class in general. Workers emphasise the obligations of the

unemployed, being no less “workfareist” than other classes (2012[2008], pp. 82, 93-4 & 100).

Studying welfare attitudes among the general voter base of the radical right (including

non-workers), Marius R. Busemeyer, Philip Rathgeb & Alexander H. J. Sahm found

exclusionistic or welfare chauvinistic sentiments to be highly prevalent (Busemeyer, Rathgeb

& Sahm 2022, pp. 89-90 & 93). These findings are consonant with those made by Goubin

and Hooghe, referred to in the previous section.

In short, existing empirical findings point broadly in three different directions, substantiating

the three contrasting hypotheses introduced in Chapter 1. These will be developed further in

the following chapter.
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3. Theory and hypotheses

Based on the empirical findings explicated above and existing theoretical frameworks, three

hypotheses may be constructed: the workers sympathising with the radical right are either

right-wing (similar to the bourgeois class-voters), left-wing (similar to the left-wing working

class) or welfare-chauvinist. In this section, the various theoretical frameworks lending

support for these three disparate hypotheses are outlined.

H1: Radical right-wing workers are right-wing in the economic sense, holding attitudes more

similar to non-working class supporters of bourgeois parties than to left-wing or social

democratic workers. They are sceptical towards redistribution, welfare and state intervention

in the economy.

There are a few possible theoretical explanations as to why segments of the working class

would embrace right-wing economic attitudes. One is the common notion that with economic

development and improved material standards, the public generally becomes less supportive

of left-wing politics (Flanagan 1987, pp. 1292-5). The question is, however, whether this

mechanism functions merely by expanding the privileged middle class and correspondingly a

shrinking working class – in which case it is not relevant in this context as we are only

concerned with those who are workers – or by making those in traditional working-class

occupations enough well-off to assume rightist preferences, bourgeoisifying the proletariat as

already Friedrich Engels cautioned (Houtman, Achterberg & Derks 2012[2008], 2-3; Lenin

1937[1916], pp. 13-4 & 96). The empirical support for the latter, i.e. diminishing support

among workers for economic redistribution, has proven weak (Lindh & McCall 2020, 424).

A more relevant explanatory framework is that which has been referred to as

“economic realignment theory” (Ivarsflaten 2005, p. 470), according to which workers’

support for the radical right would be fuelled in part by their growing predisposition to

right-wing economic attitudes. This was famously claimed by Kitschelt in 1994 and further

developed by Kitschelt and McGann in 1995 (Kitschelt 1994, p. 6; Kitschelt & McGann

1995, pp. 6, 8-10 & 13). The idea was that under economic globalisation, workers employed

in the private sector would, in order to safeguard employment opportunities, come to

prioritise the competitiveness of national industries over redistribution, regulation and

welfare. This might be seen as an alternative version of the losers-of-globalisation hypothesis,
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according to which those supporting the radical right are those vulnerable to the economic

shifts brought on by the internationalisation of the economy and industries and global

competition.

A third factor of explanatory potential is levels of trust. Although the correlation

between the two has been contested (see e.g. Svallfors 1999, 254 & 261), some empirical

evidence suggests that low levels of political trust engender low support for

government-orchestrated welfare and redistribution (Kuziemko et al. 2015, 1481, 1492,

1499-501 & 1505-6). Weak trust in political institutions – common among radical right-wing

voters (see e.g. Rooduijn 2018, p. 363) – may thus result in aversion towards welfare,

redistribution and economic equality not necessarily per se but as provided by the (current)

government.

H1 is tested by comparing distributional and welfare-related attitudes among the

radical right-wing workers to those held by groups whose party alignments follow traditional,

class-based patterns: workers supporting social democratic or left-wing parties and

non-workers supporting bourgeois parties. If H1 is correct, opinions among the group of

primary interest should be similar to the latter rather than the former. If the radical right-wing

workers prove to diverge significantly from their left-wing counterparts, the underlying

theoretical assumptions outlined above (economic realignment and the impact of political

trust) may also be tested.

H2: Radical right-wing workers are, in the economic-political sense, left-wing. Their

economic-political preferences do not differ significantly from those held by the left-wing or

social democratic workers.

Given the evidence that sociocultural issues are decisive in radical right-wing support, is it

possible that working-class sympathisers of radical right-wing parties are unconcerned with

economic-political matters and support radical right-wing parties regardless of whether it

contravenes their own economic-political preferences? If this is the case, radical right-wing

workers may well be left-wing in the economic sense, basing their party preferences solely on

postmaterial considerations. The radical right-wing working-class support would, then,

depend on the degree of salience or importance ascribed to the economic-material contra

non-material issues (see e.g. Lefkofridi, Wagner & Willman 2020, 78-9).
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As noted in the explication of previous research, it is widely accepted that the

working class is generally left-wing economically but socioculturally TAN-oriented, a notion

that goes back to Seymour Martin Lipset’s famous proclamation of a “working-class

authoritarianism” (1959, p. 483). Although confirmed in later studies (see e.g. Kitschelt 2004,

pp. 4-5), it now seems clear that it is not economic class position in itself that explains

authoritarianism (or TAN-oriented views in line with current terminology) but educational

level (Houtman 2003, pp. 98-9; Houtman, Achterberg & Derks 2012[2008], p. 86; Ivarsflaten

& Stubarger 2013, pp. 122 & 125-7; Werfhorst & Graaf 2004, p. 223). Still, since the level of

education is highly related to economic class position, being working class is associated with

holding conservative, traditional sociocultural values.

Against the idea that electoral support for the radical right among the working class

would be driven by economic realignment, Ivarsflaten posited in 2005 that workers

supporting radical right-wing parties did not necessarily differ from those supporting

left-wing parties in economic-political preferences. What divided the two groups, she argued,

was issue prioritisation. While the workers supporting traditional labour parties did so based

on left-wing economic-political preferences, their radical right-wing comrades simply held

(TAN-oriented) sociocultural concerns to be more important (Ivarsflaten 2005, 470-2, 480).

A similar argument is proposed by Houtman, Achterberg and Derks (although they, as

will be returned to below, arrive at a different conclusion on workers’ economic political

position), who found that as sociocultural or moral issues have become more salient,

class-voting has shifted form and itself become “non-material”, workers increasingly turning

to right-wing, conservative parties (2012[2008], pp. 23, 29, 36, 42-3, 72-3 & 75). In the same

vein, Dennis Spies held that the positive effect of belonging to the working class on the

propensity to vote for the radical right is stronger in contexts where economic-political

conflict is less salient or depolarised (Spies 2013, pp. 315-7).

In light of postmaterialisation, decreased economic-political polarisation and

increased salience of non-economic issues, it would indeed seem plausible that workers

holding economically left-wing and socioculturally conservative attitudes would base party

sympathies on the latter rather than the former. Put differently, postmaterialisation might

compel working-class individuals to favour the radical right regardless of prevailing

left-wing economic preferences.

This would explain another puzzling circumstance, namely that workers seem more

prone to abandon social democracy when the social democratic party moves further towards
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the economic right and vice versa when it adopts more left-wing oriented policies (Angelucci

& Vittori 2021, pp. 136-8; Bandau 2023, p. 195). At first glance, it would seem paradoxical

that what appears to be dissatisfaction with an economic shift to the right would make

workers more apt to political alternatives which are farther to the (economic) right – but it

might simply suggest that repressed economic polarisation coupled with feelings of

discontent make them resort to post-material, sociocultural voting. Although associated

primarily with the economic realignment theory presented above, Kitschelt wrote later on this

matter that

Those without much education and occupational skills will be alienated from

social democracy both on economic as well as sociocultural grounds. They

drift into the reservoir of non-voters or that of parties with authoritarian

appeals, even if the latter may situate themselves on the economic right

(Kitschelt 2004, p. 9).

H3: Radical right-wing workers hold “contradictory” economic-political views indicative of

a welfare chauvinist or exclusionist position, strongly supporting some elements of

redistribution and welfare while opposing others and, most importantly, showing mistrust and

scepticism regarding the deservingness of welfare recipients.

As touched upon in section 1.1.1 on the economic politics of the radical right, welfare

chauvinism should be understood as a subcategory of the broader tendency of differentiating

between deserving and undeserving groups of welfare recipients. This categorisation

typically builds on criteria of reciprocity (whether the individual has made efforts in return),

degree of self-infliction (whether the individual is considered responsible for their situation or

whether they are the victim of circumstances beyond their control) and ethnic-social

belonging (whether they are “one of us”)(Oorschot 2000, p. 35; Reeskens & Meer 2019, pp.

168-9; Watkins-Hayes & Kowalsky 2016, pp. 193-200). Across Europe, immigrants and the

unemployed are generally deemed undeserving while the elderly and disabled people are

recognised as deserving (Oorschot 2006a, p. 31).

As Houtman, Achterberg and Derks show, a weak economic class position affects

economic egalitarianism positively and reinforces concerns about the rights of the

unemployed, while a low level of education – associated with conservatism and

authoritarianism – instead leads to conditionality or emphasis on the duties of the
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unemployed (2012[2008], p. 85-7). Theoretically, the deserving-undeserving dichotomy and

the related welfare conditionality rhyme well with conservative and nativist sentiments

associated with the TAN position. It may express ethno-nationalism, endorsement of law and

order and assertions of obedience and loyalty against the nation (Busemeyer, Rathgeb &

Sahm 2022) or a conservative fear of the impact of (unconditional) welfare on the moral

character of the receiver (Barry 1997, p. 332).

In addition to mistrust in welfare recipients, these attitudes may manifest as weak

support for specific aspects of the welfare state. Unemployment benefits may be viewed with

scepticism as the unemployed are perceived as lazy free-riders who threaten the fabric of

society by failing to contribute (see e.g. Wagner 2022, p. 144), while conservative sentiments

may weaken support for publicly funded child care as a gendered division of labour is

preferred (Afonso 2014, p. 275). On the other hand, those who want to reserve welfare

benefits for the deserving might be especially supportive of social benefits aimed at those

subsumed in this group, such as the elderly.

Some points should be made on the relationship between these exclusionist or

chauvinist welfare attitudes and the general economic-political dimension of conflict. First,

while they theoretically as well as empirically appear highly connected to a certain position

on the non-material GAL-TAN spectrum, they need not necessarily be coupled with a

particular stance on issues related to the economic left-right. In other words, an individual

might combine a preference for economic equality, welfare (with certain reservations, as

mentioned above) and protection of workers’ rights, while simultaneously showing hostility

towards welfare beneficiaries perceived as unproductive free-riders.

This does not, however, imply that welfare conditionality, be it in the form of nativism

or producerism, is unrelated to economic-political conflict. As was touched upon in the

discussion on the welfare chauvinism of radical right-wing parties, notions of

(un)deservingness and conditionality may indirectly serve an economic right-wing agenda by

legitimising cut-downs that, in extension, threaten economic equality and the material

security of workers. Furthermore, it has been found that wanting to restrict welfare benefits to

the deserving while excluding groups identified on various grounds as undeserving correlates

empirically with general anti-welfare inclinations and low interest in social equality

(Oorschot 2006a, p. 27 & 34).

21



3.1 Cross-country variation

The study covers 15 European countries of which 11 are Western European (Germany

included) and four are Eastern European, post-socialist states. There are several aspects to

consider regarding expected differences between individual countries and between these two

groups of countries. First, the level of support for redistribution is generally higher in

post-socialist countries than it is in Western Europe (Corneo & Grüner 2002, p. 101; Savage

2022, p. 592). This has been proven true also for radical right-wing voters in particular, even

when not looking at specific class segments (Allen 2015, pp. 277 & 280-1; Savage 2022, pp.

584 & 593-4).

Furthermore, party politics in Eastern Europe is commonly understood as structured

by non-material, sociocultural rather than economic, class-based issues (see e.g. Geddes

1995, p. 257; Vachudova 2008, 390 & 392), an effect of the peculiar circumstances under

which current Eastern European party systems emerged (see e.g. Bustikova & Kitschelt 2009,

pp. 462-3; Geddes 1995, pp. 253-4; Minkenberg & Pytlas 2013, p. 209). Taken together,

these two factors would seem to make H2 especially plausible in the Eastern European

context: first, the radical-right wing workers should be expected to have a general inclination

towards economic leftism, and second they should be expected to let sociocultural attitudes

guide their party sympathies.

Variations between individual countries might also be attributed to differences in

economic politics among radical right-wing parties (see section 1.1). Potentially, the

economic preferences among working-class supporters of the radical right might vary

depending on the relative position of the radical right-wing party (or parties) in that particular

country. In countries where the main radical right-wing party is more economically

right-wing, the same might be true for its working-class supporters.

The party-position aspect further strengthens the cleavage between the Eastern and

Western European countries: generally, the Western European radical right has been and still

is more right-oriented economically, while the opposite is true for the Eastern European cases

(Mudde 2007; Savage 2022, pp. 598). In the present study, the two clear “outliers” among the

countries’ major radical right-wing parties – standing out clearly as quite left-wing in the

economic sense – are Hungarian Fidesz and Czechian Law and Order (see Table 1, chapter

1.1.1).
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The third country-level factor that might be considered is welfare regime types (see

Esping-Anderssen 1990, pp. 26-9). Although it has not been uncontested (Gugushvili &

Laenen 2020, pp. 114-7; Jæger 2006, pp. 157-8 & 166-7; Jæger 2009, pp. 731-4), it has much

influentially been claimed that the more universalistic form of welfare provision

characterising the social democratic regime type – among the countries covered by this study

found in Finland, Norway and Sweden (some argue that the Netherlands, which is commonly

identified as a hybrid case, should be included in this group) – has a positive impact on

general levels of support for welfare and redistribution (see e.g. Rothstein 2001, p. 227-9).

It has also been found that the social democratic welfare regime fosters acceptance of

“out-groups”, i.e. those commonly labelled as undeserving: the unemployed and immigrants.

Christian Albrekt Larsen presented evidence that people living in a social democratic welfare

regime are less inclined to ascribe the poor and unemployed characteristics associated with

undeservingness (such as self-infliction and laziness)(Larsen 2008, pp. 159-60), while Jeroen

van der Waal, Willem de Koster and Wim van Oorschot found that the public in social

democratic welfare regimes displayed lower levels of welfare chauvinism compared to those

living in a conservative or liberal welfare state (while no substantial difference was found

between the two latter) (Waal, Koster & Oorschot 2020, pp. 541 & 545).

While welfare regime types might therefore be worth considering, it does not have the

same theoretical relevance in this context as do the two previously mentioned country-level

factors as it might be expected to affect general levels of welfare chauvinism or

conditionality rather than the relative positioning of the radical right-wing workers compared

to other relevant groups.

Regarding the demarcation between deserving and undeserving groups of welfare

beneficiaries and differences between East and West, previous findings and assumptions are

somewhat contradictory. While Oorschot found that all else equal, Eastern Europeans were

less susceptible to conditionality and labelling certain groups as undeserving of welfare

(Oorschot 2006a, p. 36), the opposite has been found when considering not conceptions of

welfare recipients in general but of immigrants access to welfare in particular. Conditionality

or exclusionism in its specific, ethnic-nativist form, welfare-chauvinism, has grown

dramatically in Central and Eastern Europe from 2008 to 2016 and was 2016 decisively more

prevalent here than in Western Europe (Bell, Valenta & Strabac 2023, pp. 8-10).

Again, however, what is of theoretical relevance here is not so much variation in

attitudes among general populations, but rather country-level factors that might affect the
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relative differences between the relevant groups, the attitudinal difference between radical

right-wing workers on the one hand and traditional left- and right-wing party sympathisers on

the other. A final point relating to country-variation in such group-specific positioning is that

put forward by Lee Savage, who argues that high levels of support for redistribution among

voters of the radical right in Eastern Europe are intelligible given that it is coupled with

particularly strong welfare chauvinism (Savage 2022, pp. 593-8).

4. Method and material

While qualitative interview methods might have offered deeper insight into the “puzzling”

internal reasoning and motivations of the radical right-wing workers and could have been a

fruitful way of approaching the research problem, existing quantitative data has the advantage

that it offers a greater degree of generalisability.

The present study builds upon data collected by the European Social Survey (ESS), a

cross-national academic project surveying behaviours, attitudes and political opinion across

Europe. The sample has been generated using strict probability sampling and should be

representative of individuals who reside in the included countries and are 15 years of age or

older. The data is collected through face-to-face interviews (European Social Survey 2016).

The survey is conducted every two years and covers alternating themes for the

different rounds. The latest round focusing on economic-political issues particularly is the

2016 survey on welfare attitudes. While the data is therefore not entirely up-to-date, this is

not necessarily problematic as we might assume attitudes on redistribution among certain

population segments to be relatively stable over time.

What is problematic is that the group of primary interest – workers sympathising with

or voting for radical right-wing parties – composes quite a narrow part of the dataset. Missing

values and low voter turnout in certain countries worsen this complication. Were more recent

data available, the share of the population and sample fitting the relevant criteria would

reasonably have been larger given that radical right-wing parties emerged or grew in several

European countries in subsequent years. More recent survey rounds would have provided

more data and thus more reliable insight into the preferences among working-class supporters

of the radical right.

The number of cases – 1629 radical right-wing workers dispersed over the 15

included countries – does allow for statistical inference and conclusions on whether the
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attitudes among European radical right-wing workers are generally left-wing or left-wing in

the economic sense and whether they hold exclusionist-chauvinist sentiments. What is less

reliable is conclusions regarding variation between individual countries, as will be further

discussed below.

To attain a larger sample, an alternative option would have been to, as Rennwald and

Oesch have done in their study on class, party affiliation and political attitudes, combine data

from all ESS rounds (Rennwald & Oesch 2018). However, the study would then have to base

conclusions on economic preferences on one single question as only one question related to

economic politics is included in more than two ESS rounds: whether the government should

take measures to reduce income inequality or not. Data from the survey round addressing

welfare attitudes in particular provides a more nuanced picture of economic-political

preferences.

Unfortunately, questions related to economic-political attitudes are still relatively few

and do not directly address important issues such as labour laws and market regulation. Yet,

the ESS data from 2016 is preferable to another survey on socio-economic attitudes

conducted in 2016 by the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP). While the latter

includes a more comprehensive set of questions, thereby providing a more detailed

illustration of economic-political preferences, the former is methodologically superior: the

ESS study contains considerably larger samples from each country and fewer missing values.

Put differently, the ISSP data offer greater internal validity but at the cost of external validity.

Since the group of interest – workers sympathising with radical right-wing parties – forms

merely a narrow part of the entire population, it is of particular importance to use the larger

sample available.

The 2016 ESS survey covers Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Estonia, Finland,

France, Germany, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Lithuania, Netherlands, Norway,

Poland, Portugal, Russia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom.

Israel and Russia are geographically and politically deviant from the rest of the countries and

will therefore be excluded. Iceland, Ireland, Lithuania, Portugal, Spain and Slovenia will also

be excluded since these countries lacked a relevant radical right-wing party at the time of the

study.

To get a proper picture of the economic-political attitudes among the group of interest,

these attitudes must be compared to some other relevant groups serving as points of

reference. Furthermore, interfering variables such as gender and country must be held
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constant. Therefore, multiple linear regression will be used to estimate attitudinal differences

between on the one hand radical right-wing workers and the other hand groups of traditional

class-voters: workers sympathising with left-wing parties, separated into social democratic

and radical left-wing, and non-working class individuals sympathising with bourgeois parties

(see Appendix A full description of the categorisation of parties).

Four dummy variables will be constructed, representing the four included categories

of respondents: one for each of the three groups aligning to traditional, class-based patterns of

party affiliations (non-working-class respondents supporting bourgeois parties and

working-class respondents supporting social democratic and radical left-wing parties

respectively) and one for the group of workers supporting radical right-wing parties. The

group of bourgeois respondents will function as the intercept against which the effect of

belonging to either of the three groups of workers will be measured. The question is whether

the working-class respondents sympathising with the radical right deviate significantly from

the intercept (bourgeois non-workers) and whether they do so to the same degree as the

left-wing workers do. When differences are found between the coefficients for radical

right-wing and left-wing workers, the significance of this potential difference will also be

tested (see Gelman & Stern 2006).

Class and party sympathies will not be treated as separate dummy variables since

what is of interest is not the isolated effects of being a worker and supporting a radical

right-wing party respectively, the other controlled for, but the joint impact on economic

attitudes of these two factors taken together. Neither would the alternative option to include

the multiplied effects of class and party affiliation as interaction terms therefore have

provided any additional information of theoretical relevance.

It should be noted that although treated as the dependent variable, economic-political

attitudes are not assumed to be caused by support for the radical right. The question is to what

extent holding radical-right wing as opposed to social democratic or left-wing sympathies

correlates with more right-wing oriented economic-political attitudes among workers. If

anything, the chain of causation might be understood as working in the opposite direction: the

study answers the question of whether radical right-wing support among workers might (in

part) be explained by any of the three hypotheses, i.e. by preferences for right-wing economic

policy (H1), prioritization of sociocultural values at the expense of left-wing economic

interests (H2) and/or welfare chauvinism and exclusionism (H3).
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The analysis comprises two major parts, the first of which treats attitudes among

respondents from all included countries taken together while the second explores

cross-country variation. The first part is in turn divided into three sections. The first addresses

preferences related to redistribution and economic equality, the second attitudes regarding the

welfare state and the third conceptions of welfare recipients, exploring the prevalence of

concerns that social benefits are being distributed to the undeserving and have a negative

moral impact on the receivers. The purpose of this first set of regression analyses is to

answer the research question by testing whether the group of interest is right-wing in the

economic sense, holding economic-political preferences similar to the group of traditionally

right-wing bourgeoise voters (H1), economically left-wing, displaying attitudes similar to the

group of left-wing working-class voters (H2) or, lastly, take on heterogeneous positions

varying according to a pattern indicative of welfare-chauvinism, exclusionism and

TAN-oriented sociocultural values (H3). Relevant control variables (gender, age, region,

education and country) are included in all regression models.

When significant attitudinal differences in regards to economic redistribution and

welfare are found between radical right-wing and left-wing workers, indicating that the

former are indeed right-wing also in the economic sense, potential underlying explanatory

factors linked to H1, such as levels of political trust, will be tested.

The second part of the empirical analysis will address cross-country variation in the

relative positioning of the included groups in the 15 covered countries. While the first set of

regression models controls for the effect of country, the results do not reveal differences

between individual countries: the coefficients of respective groups, radical right-wing, social

democratic and radical left-wing workers, are displayed as equal regardless of country-level

variety. The relative position of radical right-wing workers in individual countries will be

tested using separate regression models for each included country.

As mentioned above, the number of respondents in the group of primary interest – the

radical right-wing workers – is small when looking at country-level data. The limited number

of N in some of the included countries will unfortunately result in large standard errors,

affecting statistical significance negatively. Results for individual countries are therefore

uncertain and merely tentative.

Lastly, post-stratification weights – meant to adjust for non-representativeness of the

sample by assigning each observation a certain impact or weight depending on the over- or

underrepresentedness of the strata to which the respondent belongs – will not be used given
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contestation of the appropriateness and relevancy of using survey weights in regression

modelling when sample errors are not related to the error term (see e.g. Winship & Radbill

1994; Solon, Haider & Woolridge 2013, pp. 13-7).

4.1 Operationalisation of Class

The social class of the respondents is determined based on employment relation (employed,

self-employed or employed in a family business) and detailed information on occupation

provided by the four-digit ISCO08-code, The International Labour Organization’s (ILO)

International Standard Classification of Occupations (International Labour Organization

2012). The self-employed, those employed in a family business and employees whose most

recent occupation was included in the ISCO categories 1-3 (managers, professionals,

technicians and associate professionals) will be categorised as non-workers, while employees

whose most recent occupation was one included in ISCO categories 4-9 are categorised as

workers. Respondents who never had a paid job will be categorised based on the occupation

and employment relation of their partner. For a full theoretical discussion and rationalisation

of this operationalisation, see Appendix B.

4.2 Political parties and party sympathies

The analysis includes voters or supporters of 1) economically right-wing bourgeois parties,

including liberal, Christian democratic, conservative and other economically right-wing

parties, 2) radical left-wing parties, 3) social democratic parties and 4) radical right-wing

parties. This categorisation is, however, complicated by the fact that the actual political

positioning of the parties included in these party groups varies significantly across party

systems. Some Western European Christian democratic or liberal parties are not more

right-wing oriented economically than the country’s social democratic party (or parties).

Turning to Eastern Europe, the only party classified in Hungary as a conventional bourgeois

party – Fidesz at the time of the 2014 parliamentary election (see Appendix A on political

parties) – was located by the Chapel Hill Expert Survey as clearly to the left of the social

democratic party in terms of economic policy (Polk et al. 2017). Unfortunately, the few

bourgeois parties holding a centrist or even left-wing-oriented economic-political position
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cannot be excluded from the analysis since this would mean that Hungary had no group of

bourgeois voters or party sympathisers for comparison.

The ESS survey includes two variables on party attachment: the party voted for in the

previous election and the party feeling closest to at the time of the survey. Party sympathies

will be determined primarily based on the latter, to capture as actual and current sympathies

as possible. If missing, the party voted for in the preceding election will be consulted instead.

For a full list of the categorisation of political parties included in the analysis, see

Appendix A.

4.3 Economic-political interests

As mentioned above, although using data from the ESS survey round that addresses social

policy (welfare attitudes) particularly, questions on fundamental economic-political aspects

such as privatisation, labour regulation, the role of labour unions and the freedom of markets

and role of the state in the economy are sparse or lacking. It would not seem far-fetched to

suggest that even the ESS has been ‘postmaterialised’: the standard module, a set of questions

recurring in each survey, contained in the very first round (2002) three questions on economic

politics of which two, on state intervention in the economy and on labour unions, were

excluded from subsequent rounds. The rotating module on welfare attitudes included when

previously conducted (2008) questions on taxation, provision of healthcare and full

employment, issues which were absent in the 2016 survey.

Thus, information on economic-political interest is quite narrow, addressing largely

three areas: economic redistribution and equality, welfare or social spending and perceptions

of welfare recipients. To preserve relevant nuances, individual questions will not be merged

into indexes but treated separately. The items in respective sub-areas do not reach the

threshold for acceptable internal consistency as Cronbach’s α is lower than 0.7 in all cases.

It should be added, lastly, that the survey does not account for respondents’

prioritisation of issues. That is, it is not possible to discern from the survey data whether

radical right-wing workers consider economic issues to be of less importance than left-wing

workers do. Still, as discussed in section 3, if the right-wing group of workers prove to be

left-wing in the economic sense, it is theoretically sensible to assume that they do

down-prioritise economic issues. If else, they would rationally support a left-wing party. This

discussion will be revisited in the concluding sections.
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5. Analysis

In exploring economic-political attitudes among the group of workers sympathising with

radical right-wing parties, the three hypotheses presented in section 3 will be tested using

multiple linear regression analysis. The purpose of the analyses is to investigate whether the

group of interest is 1) right-wing in the economic sense, resembling bourgeois non-workers in

attitudes on the political economy (H1) or 2) left-wing, echoing the economic-political

preferences of left-wing or social-democratic workers (H2) and/or 3) characterised by

particularly high levels of welfare chauvinism, exclusionism or conditionality (H3).

The empirical analysis contains two parts. In the first, general tendencies among all

included countries are tested; in the second, the countries are instead treated separately to

explore potential heterogeneity. The first part is, in turn, divided into three subsections,

addressing economic attitudes relating to three different areas: redistribution, welfare and

perceptions of welfare recipients.

In the first section, views among the included groups on economic equality and

government-orchestrated redistribution are explored to test whether H1 or H2 find support –

whether the attitudes of the radical right-wing workers resemble those of the left-wing or

right-wing “class-voters”, workers sympathising with left-wing parties or non-workers

sympathising with bourgeois parties.

The second section addresses welfare attitudes. Here, I examine whether views among

the right-wing workers on issues related to social benefits and the welfare state conform to

those found in regards to redistribution: whether they are consistently right-wing (H1) or

left-wing (H2), or whether, in line with H3, ambiguous positionings indicative of welfare

chauvinism and exclusionism are found. According to H3, radical right-wing workers’

welfare attitudes do not necessarily correspond to opinions on redistribution or economic

equality: they might be economically right-wing when it comes to redistributive preferences

(H1) while at the same time being particularly approving of welfare state functions that

benefit those regarded as deserving. Conversely, they might be economically left-wing on

issues related to distribution and economic equality (H2) while being sceptical of welfare

benefits provided for the undeserving.

The third section addresses perceptions of welfare recipients, the aspect most central

to H3. For H3 to prove correct, the analyses included in this part should reveal radical
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right-wing workers to be distinguished by a tendency to frame welfare receivers as

undeserving and by concerns about the morally damaging impact of social benefits.

Examination of the attitudes among the included groups in these three areas –

redistribution, the welfare state and welfare recipients – tests the three hypotheses on a

general level. The second major part of the analysis explores cross-country variation to

identify whether certain countries deviate from the general pattern, and if potential

differences may be explained by any of the country-level factors outlined in the section on

theory and hypotheses: economic-political position of the countries’ leading radical

right-wing party, the East-West divide or welfare regime types.

5.1 Redistribution

The ESS survey includes three questions related to economic distribution and equality:

whether the government should reduce income levels or not, whether large differences in

income may be justified to reward talents and efforts and whether differences in standard of

living should be small for society to be fair.

The intercept in all models displays attitudes among the group of non-working class

respondents sympathising with bourgeois parties. Dummy variables are included for the three

groups of workers: those sympathising with radical left-wing parties (Radleftw), those

sympathising with social democratic parties (Socdemw) and those sympathising with radical

right-wing parties (Radrightw). The models control for gender, region, education and country,

the intercept being Austrian, male, living in a big city or suburbs and having a tertiary

education.

5.1.1 Should the government reduce differences in income levels?

Table 2 displays, first, opinions among the included groups on whether the government

should reduce income levels or not, given by the variable Gincdif. The output shows that all

three groups of workers, the radical right-wing included, are significantly more in favour of

government-orchestrated redistribution than are the bourgeois non-workers. Attitudes among

radical right-wing workers are clearly more similar to those of the social democratic workers

than to the bourgeois respondents, while the group of social democrats is located somewhere

in between the bourgeois group and the radical left-wing workers.
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Model Coefficients - Gincdif

Predictor Estimate SE t p

Intercept 3.01465 0.0554 54.399 < .001

Radleftw -0.93576 0.0506 -18.499 < .001

Socdemw -0.52553 0.0277 -18.955 < .001

Radrightw -0.43111 0.0331 -13.019 < .001

Female -0.15866 0.0204 -7.790 < .001

Age -0.00504 6.16e-4 -8.170 < .001

Reg 2 -0.04146 0.0259 -1.599 0.110

Reg 3 -0.06180 0.0254 -2.429 0.015

Edu 1 -0.11552 0.0489 -2.361 0.018

Edu 2 -0.13600 0.0249 -5.458 < .001

Belgium -0.12790 0.0539 -2.371 0.018

Switzerland 0.16276 0.0606 2.685 0.007

Czechia 0.59912 0.0540 11.101 < .001

Germany -0.04337 0.0502 -0.864 0.388

Estonia -0.13964 0.0559 -2.498 0.012

Finland -0.17095 0.0522 -3.276 0.001

France -0.03702 0.0566 -0.654 0.513

United Kingdom 0.12429 0.0533 2.332 0.020

Hungary -0.45800 0.0598 -7.663 < .001

Italy -0.21761 0.0678 -3.211 0.001

Netherlands 0.27730 0.0534 5.192 < .001

Norway 0.15538 0.0540 2.880 0.004

Poland -0.10843 0.0569 -1.905 0.057

Sweden 0.09682 0.0531 1.822 0.068

Table 2. The dependent variable (Gincdif) is the answer of the respondents to the question of whether the government should

reduce differences in income: agree strongly (1), agree (2), neither agree nor disagree (3), disagree (4) or disagree strongly

(5). The Intercept is Austrian non-workers voting for bourgeois parties, Radleftw stands for workers supporting radical

left-wing parties, Socdemw stands for workers supporting social democratic parties and Radrightw stands for workers

supporting radical right-wing parties.

Linear Hypotheses Test: Estimate Std. Error t value Pr(>|t|)

Socdemw - Radrightw = 0 -0.09442 0.03370 -2.802 0.00509 **

Table 3. The output of a T-test showing that the probability of the effects of belonging to the group of workers sympathising

with or voting for social democratic parties (Socdemw) and being a worker sympathising with or

voting for the radical right (Radrightw) being equal (the difference between the two being 0) is merely 0.00509. In other

words, the difference between the two is significant at the 1% level.
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As seen from the coefficients, there is nonetheless a slight difference between the two.

Testing the probability of the two coefficients being equal (table 3) shows this difference to

be significant at the 1% level.

Although this first test does not lend support for H1 – the radical right-wing workers

differ from traditional right-wing party affiliates nearly to the degree that their social

democratic counterparts do – it can be tested whether the small gap that was found between

social democratic and radical right-wing workers is explained by any of the two alternative

assumptions motivating H1. If the the attitudinal difference dividing social democratic and

radical right-wing workers is explained by these other variables, including them in the model

should reduce the difference between the coefficients for the social democratic and radical

right-wing workers.

Table 4 shows a comparison between the output from the first regression model

displayed in Table 1 and two additional models controlling for public employment (Pubwrk)

and level of trust in the national parliament (Trstprl) respectively. All models include the

same control variables.

As seen in model 2, the effect of being a public worker is significant and slightly

negative, indicating that all else equal, those employed in the public sector are somewhat

more supportive of economic redistribution. Adding this variable to the model has, however,

only a very limited effect on the gap between radical right-wing and social democratic

workers, and the (minimal) change is almost exclusively in the coefficient of the latter,

implying that some part of the left-wing orientation among social democratic workers was

due to a high portion of public employees in this group.

Model 3 shows the effect of political trust (level of trust in the parliament, Trstprl) to

be the opposite of what was expected: low levels of trust are associated with higher, not

lower levels of support for economic redistribution led by the government. Although

empirical support for a correlation between political trust and support for welfare or

redistribution has sometimes been lacking (see e.g. Svallfors 1999), finding the reversed

tendency is rather surprising. A possible explanation could be that distrust in political elites

correlates positively with distrust in economic elites, the latter in turn spurring support for

redistribution. Alternatively, particularly vulnerable individuals among the working class

might be amenable to anti-establishment sentiments and distrust while also being particularly

supportive of economic redistribution. The effect of socio-economic vulnerability on

(political) trust has, however, been contested and remains unsettled (see e.g. Kim et al. 2022,
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pp. 187 & 193; Wroe 2016, pp. 144 & 151-2). Due to a great number of missing values,

testing this by controlling for the effect of income levels among workers is unfortunately not

possible.

Since politically distrustful workers show to be more approving of

government-orchestrated redistribution than those who display high levels of trust,

controlling for this variable slightly increases the difference between the coefficients for

social democratic and radical right-wing workers, contrary to what was expected.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

(Intercept) 3.015*** 3.013*** 2.876***
(0.055) (0.056) (0.062)

Radleftw -0.936*** -0.934*** -0.916***
(0.051) (0.051) (0.051)

Socdemw -0.526*** -0.516*** -0.519***
(0.028) (0.028) (0.028)

Radrightw -0.431*** -0.429*** -0.410***
(0.033) (0.033) (0.033)

Pubwrk -0.147***
(0.023)

Trstprl 0.023***
(0.005)

Num. Obs. 9481 9428 9425
+ p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Table 4. The dependent variable is opinions among workers voting for radical left-wing parties (Radleftw), social

democratic parties (Socdemw) and radical right-wing parties (Radrightw) on whether the government should reduce income

levels. The intercept is non-workers voting for traditional bourgeois parties.

All four models include the same control variables as the model presented in Table 1 (gender, age, education, region and

country).

5.1.2 Are large differences in income acceptable to reward talents and efforts?

The pattern of consonance between social democratic and radical right-wing workers is

present also for the two other questions related to economic distribution. The variable

Dfincac signifies the answer of the respondents to whether large differences in income are

acceptable to reward talents and efforts or not, again ranging between 1 (agree strongly) and

5 (disagree strongly). Table 5 shows the attitudinal difference between social democratic and

radical right-wing workers to be even smaller on this matter, while these two groups are

closer to the bourgeois non-workers than to the radical left-wing workers on this note.
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Model Coefficients - Dfincac

Predictor Estimate SE t p

Intercept 2.45179 0.0596 41.120 < .001

Radleftw 0.81887 0.0544 15.064 < .001

Socdemw 0.37975 0.0298 12.752 < .001

Radrightw 0.33716 0.0356 9.477 < .001

Table 5. The dependent variable (Dfincac) is the answer of the respondents to the question of whether large differences in

income are acceptable to reward talent and effort: agree strongly (1), agree (2), neither agree nor disagree (3), disagree (4) or

disagree strongly (5). The model includes the same control variables as previous models, controlling for gender, age, region,

education and country.

Table 6. The output shows that the probability of the coefficient for Socdemw (social democratic workers) and Radrightw

(radical right-wing workers) being equal (the null hypothesis) is 0.24. In other words, the difference between the two does

not reach the threshold for significance.

As seen in Table 6, the difference between the two groups is non-significant. Thus, also on

this second question related to economic distribution and equality, the radical right-wing

workers tend to agree with the traditional left-wing rather than the bourgeois class voters.

5.1.2 Should differences in standard of living be small in a fair society?

Model Coefficients - Smdfslv

Predictor Estimate SE t p

Intercept 2.87176 0.0526 54.591 < .001

Radleftw -0.63884 0.0479 -13.341 < .001

Socdemw -0.37746 0.0262 -14.381 < .001

Radrightw -0.30969 0.0314 -9.859 < .001

Table 7: The dependent variable (Smdfslv) is the answer of the respondents to the question of whether differences in

standard of living should be small for society to be fair: agree strongly (1), agree (2), neither agree nor disagree (3), disagree

(4) or disagree strongly (5). The model includes the same control variables as previous models, controlling for gender, age,

region, education and country.

Lastly, table 7 shows that in opinion on whether differences in standard of living should be

small for society to be fair, the social democratic and right-wing workers again coincide.
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According to the output, there is a small difference between the two, the radical right-wing

group being slightly closer to the intercept. However, as the output presented in Table 8

shows, the difference between the two is significant only at the 5% level.

Table 8. According to the output, the probability of the coefficient for Socdemw (social democratic workers) and Radrightw

(radical right-wing workers) being equal (the null hypothesis) is 0.0341. It is significant at the 5% level but not at the 1%

level.

In summary, looking at attitudes among the included groups on questions related to

economic distribution and politically orchestrated economic equality, no support is found for

H1: the attitudinal difference between social democratic and radical right-wing workers is

small or non-significant in regards to questions on politically orchestrated economic

redistribution and economic equality. In the case where a slight but significant disagreement

is found (see Table 2), it cannot be explained by the assumptions of economic realignment

theory – that is, in the instance where radical right-wing workers display a somewhat more

right-wing-oriented position than do those holding social democratic sympathies, it is not

because they are more often employed in the private sector. Neither is it explained by lower

levels of trust in the parliament among radical right-wing workers.

5.2 Welfare

While the preceding analysis on distributional preferences showed H1 to be incorrect – the

working-class radical right-wing respondents resemble the group of social democratic

workers rather than the bourgeois non-workers in attitudes on redistribution – further testing

is necessary to conclude whether H2 or H3 is more accurate. Are radical right-wing workers

consistently similar to social democratic workers in their economic-political preferences, or

do they diverge on points other than economic equality and distribution?

The second set of regression analyses presented in this section on welfare attitudes

explore views among the included groups on whether government responsibility for the

elderly, the unemployed and child care and whether social services and benefits put too great

financial strain on businesses and on the economy in general. According to H2, the views of

36

Linear Hypotheses Test: Estimate Std. Error t value Pr(>|t|)

Socdemw - Radrightw = 0 -0.06777 0.03198 -2.119 0.0341 *



the radical right-wing workers should not differ significantly from those of their left-wing or

social democratic counterparts. If, contrary, H3 is correct, the welfare attitudes of the radical

right-wing workers should vary and deviate from the social democratic pattern in a way that

reflects chauvinistic, exclusionist and conservative sentiments. Specifically, those holding

radical right-wing sympathies should support welfare benefits for the elderly while being

more reluctant to benefits aimed at the unemployed or child care for working parents.

5.2.1 Should the government be responsible for the standard of living of the old?

Model Coefficients - Gvslvol

Predictor Estimate SE t p

Intercept 7.5676 0.09724 77.822 < .001

Radleftw 0.7074 0.08916 7.933 < .001

Socdemw 0.4684 0.04873 9.612 < .001

Radrightw 0.5983 0.05818 10.283 < .001

Female 0.1023 0.03580 2.857 0.004

Age 1.31e-4 0.00108 0.121 0.904

Reg 2 -0.0203 0.04559 -0.446 0.656

Reg 3 -0.0505 0.04475 -1.128 0.259

Edu 1 0.2052 0.08571 2.394 0.017

Edu 2 0.1748 0.04379 3.992 < .001

Belgium -0.1250 0.09475 -1.319 0.187

Switzerland -1.1199 0.10670 -10.496 < .001

Czechia 0.2902 0.09457 3.068 0.002

Germany -0.5088 0.08818 -5.769 < .001

Estonia 0.4571 0.09817 4.657 < .001

Finland 0.1837 0.09169 2.004 0.045

France -0.2375 0.09950 -2.387 0.017

United Kingdom -0.0969 0.09367 -1.035 0.301

Hungary -0.2513 0.10505 -2.392 0.017

Italy 0.3673 0.11896 3.088 0.002

Netherlands -0.5925 0.09397 -6.306 < .001

Norway 0.2781 0.09477 2.934 0.003

Poland 0.1251 0.09981 1.253 0.210

Sweden 0.1116 0.09322 1.197 0.231

Table 8. The dependent variable, Gvslvol, is the opinion of the respondent on whether the government should be responsible

for the standard of living of the elderly, ranging between 0 (not at all responsible) and 10 (entirely responsible).
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Consistent with previous studies showing the elderly to be the group generally perceived as

most deserving of welfare benefits, the output displayed in Table 8 shows that all included

groups tend to agree that the government should be responsible for elderly care. The

dependent variable Gvslvol, denoting the degree to which the respondent agrees that the

government should be responsible for the standard of living of the old, ranges between 0 (not

the government’s responsibility at all) and 10 (entirely the government’s responsibility).

There is, nevertheless, a gap between the working-class and non-working-class respondents,

the former showing an even higher degree of support for government responsibility in this

area than the bourgeois group serving as a point of reference. Remarkably, the radical

right-wing working-class respondents are even closer to the radical left-wing than to the

social democratic working class on this issue. This might be indicative of general support for

the welfare system, as it probably is for the radical left-wing workers – but it might also

express a preoccupation with the deserving-undeserving dichotomy, rendering particularly

strong support for social benefits aimed at groups perceived as deserving. Which of these two

alternatives is the case for the right-wing workers will become clear by exploring their level

of support for other aspects of the welfare state.

5.2.2 Should the government be responsible for the standard of living of the unemployed?

While the elderly are the group most widely recognized as deserving of welfare benefits and

services – wherefore support for state-funded elderly care should be expected also among

those who hold welfare chauvinist or exclusionist sentiments – and we might therefore expect

to find support for government-funded elderly care also among those who hold welfare

chauvinist or exclusionist sentiments – perceptions of the unemployed are less clear-cut. As

Busemeyer, Rathgeb and Sahm acknowledge, unemployment benefits potentially pose a

dilemma for radical right-wing workers, dividing them between material interests and

authoritarian or conservative socio-cultural values (Busemeyer, Rathgeb & Sahm 2022, p.

83). On the one hand, unemployment security nets are a crucial component in the

decommodifying function of the welfare state and should theoretically be of central interest

to sellers of labour (Esping-Andersen 1990, pp. 21-3). On the other hand, recognition of the

deservingness of the unemployed is contingent on assessments of responsibility and

reciprocity, i.e. whether the unemployed may be held culpable for his or her situation and

whether he or she makes an effort to reintegrate into the labour market (see e.g. Reeskens &
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Meer 2019, pp. 167-71 & 75). It is therefore reasonable to suspect that individuals who tend

to demarcate between deserving and undeserving beneficiaries will not be unequivocally in

favour of robust unemployment insurance.

Model Coefficients - Gvslvue

Predictor Estimate SE t p

Intercept 5.91348 0.11577 51.0776 < .001
Radleftw 0.98299 0.10589 9.2832 < .001
Socdemw 0.71004 0.05798 12.2467 < .001
Radrightw 0.35837 0.06939 5.1645 < .001

Table 9. The dependent variable (Gvslvue) is the answer of the respondent to the question of whether the standard of living

of the unemployed is the responsibility of the government, ranging between 0 (not at all responsible) and 10 (entirely

responsible). The model includes the same control variables as previous models, controlling for gender, age, region,

education and country.

The coefficients shown in Table 9 may be understood in light of these remarks: clearly, this

issue induces a slight disagreement between the social democratic and the radical right-wing

workers, the latter falling in between the former and the bourgeois non-workers (although the

differences are, again, quite small, seen that the variable ranges between 0 and 10). Thus, the

working-class sympathisers of the radical right show stronger support for welfare targeted at

the elderly than the workers holding social democratic sympathies do but are, at the same

time, less inclined to assign the government responsibility towards the unemployed.

5.2.3 Should the government ensure sufficient childcare services for working parents?

Disagreement between radical right-wing and left-wing workers is noticeable also in opinions

on government responsibility for childcare services for working parents. The coefficients

presented in Table 10 reveal that differences in attitudes are smaller between radical

right-wing workers and bourgeois non-workers than it is between right-wing and social

democratic workers.

While disagreement between left- and right-wing workers in opinion on

unemployment benefits may, as touched upon above, be attributed to notions of

deservingness, assessments of public childcare are likely affected by perspectives on gender

roles and equality. A conservative conception of the sexual division of labour might make an

individual less approving of publicly funded child care regardless of his or her
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economic-political attitudes overall. Hence, the results on this note might indicate that radical

right-wing workers are somewhat more predisposed towards the “male breadwinner model”

than their left-wing counterparts (Afonso 2014, p. 275). This would be consistent with the

conservative-traditional ideal of the family and gender roles commonly found among radical

right-wing parties, reflecting their general TAN profile (Akkerman 2015, p. 56; Jungar &

Jupskås 2014, p. 218).

Model Coefficients - Gvcldcr

Predictor Estimate SE t p

Intercept 7.79903 0.11051 70.572 < .001
Radleftw 0.59892 0.10125 5.915 < .001
Socdemw 0.52722 0.05535 9.525 < .001
Radrightw 0.22424 0.06615 3.390 < .001

Table 10. The dependent variable (Gvcldcr) is the answer of the respondents to the question of whether childcare services

for working parents should be a government responsibility, ranging between 0 (the government should have no

responsibility) and 10 (the government should be entirely responsible).

5.2.4 Do social services and benefits put too great a strain on the economy?

Turning to general social spending, Table 11 shows that in opinions on whether social

benefits and services place too great strain on the economy, radical right-wing workers do

seem to be right-wing: the gap in the opinions between right-wing workers and bourgeois

non-workers is marginal and significant only at the 5% level. The dependent variable Sbstrec

marks answers to the question of whether social benefits and services place too great strain

on the economy, again ranging between 1 (agree strongly) and 5 (disagree strongly).

Model Coefficients - Sbstrec

Predictor Estimate SE t p

Intercept 2.95256 0.0571 51.7157 < .001
Radleftw 0.56192 0.0520 10.8089 < .001
Socdemw 0.25597 0.0285 8.9860 < .001
Radrightw 0.07408 0.0342 2.1683 0.030
Sweden 0.07217 0.0548 1.3163 0.188

Table 11. The dependent variable, Sbstrec, is the opinion of the respondents on whether social benefits and services place

too great strain on the economy, ranging between 1 (agree strongly) and 5 (disagree strongly).
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It should be noted that neither the social democratic workers seem particularly protective of

social spending: the coefficient is quite small even for the social democratic workers. As the

output displayed in 12 shows, the difference between workers sympathising with social

democratic parties and workers supporting the radical right is nonetheless statistically

significant.

Linear Hypotheses Test: Estimate Std. Error t value Pr(>|t|)

Socdemw - Radrightw = 0 0.18189 0.03486 5.217 1.86e-07 ***

Table 12. Testing the probability of the coefficients for social democratic and radical right-wing workers (displayed in Table

11) being equal shows that the difference between the two is highly significant.

Hence, while radical right-wing workers are generally not right-wing in their views on

economic redistribution and political intervention to achieve equality, they are at the same

time similar to the bourgeois respondents when it comes to concerns about welfare

expenditure. This is in line with the claim by Houtman, Achterberg and Derks that the

seemingly contradictory amalgamation of attitudes combining pro-redistribution and

anti-welfare sentiments is, in fact, typical for the working class.

May the dissimilarity between social democratic and radical right-wing workers on

this note be explained by economic realignment theory or the level of political trust, two of

the potential factors behind working-class economic right-wing preferences incorporated in

the (now discarded) H1, or by negative conceptions of welfare recipients (a topic that will be

further explored in the following section)? Table 13 includes the output of the original model,

treating attitudes on social expenditure as the dependent variable, and three alternative

models controlling respectively for public employment (Pubwrk), level of trust in the

parliament (Trstprl) and the degree to which the respondents agree with the statement that

many manage to obtain social benefits to which they are not entitled (Bennent).

Model 2 shows that the difference in opinion on welfare costs is not explained by

economic realignment theory according to which workers employed in the private sector

should adopt economically right-wing oriented interests: adding the variable Pubwrk to the

model brings only a minimal change to the coefficients, and not in the expected direction:

instead, when comparing workers who are employed in the same sector (public/private), the

radical right-wing respondents appear slightly more similar to the bourgeois group.
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Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

(Intercept) 2.953*** 2.953*** 2.816*** 2.393***
(0.057) (0.057) (0.064) (0.064)

Radleftw 0.562*** 0.556*** 0.579*** 0.532***
(0.052) (0.052) (0.052) (0.052)

Socdemw 0.256*** 0.256*** 0.257*** 0.227***
(0.028) (0.029) (0.029) (0.028)

Radrightw 0.074* 0.069* 0.092** 0.105**
(0.034) (0.034) (0.035) (0.034)

Pubwrk 0.020
(0.023)

Trstprl 0.023***
(0.005)

Bennent 0.206***
(0.011)

Num.Obs. 9366 9318 9322 9084
+ p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Table 13. The four models treat the answer to the question of whether social benefits and services place too great strain on

the economy, given by the variable Sbstrec, as the dependent variable and include the same control variables as the original

model presented in Table 11. Models 2, 3 and 4 additionally control for public employment (Pubwrk), level of trust in the

parliament (Trstprl) and belief that many manage to obtain social benefits not entitled to (Bennent).

Looking at Model 3, the level of trust does have a small impact – as expected, some of the

aversion to social spending among radical right-wing workers is due to a low level of

political trust. What shows to have a slightly higher explanatory capacity, however, is the

variable included in Model 4: the belief that many manage to obtain benefits not entitled to

(Bennent), a variable that will be further explored in the following section on perceptions of

welfare recipients. Controlling for this variable reveals that part of the reason why radical

right-wing workers deem social benefits as too costly is that they are assumed to be provided

to people who are not entitled to them.

While the attitudes of radical right-wing and social democratic workers on economic

distribution and equality were, in the previous section, shown to be similar, the two groups

differ in opinions on welfare and social spending in a way that aligns well with the

explanatory framework of welfare exclusionism. The set of regression analyses presented in

this section thus lends support for H3 rather than H2: in attitudes related to welfare, radical

right-wing workers are not consistently similar to left-wing workers. Instead, their level of

support varies considerably depending on whether the particular area of social protection is

compatible with an overarching framework of TAN-oriented sociocultural values. The
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conditional character of the group’s welfare support also manifests as general concern about

the cost of social services and benefits.

5.3 Conceptions of welfare recipients

The question remains whether the left-wing and radical right-wing workers express different

conceptions of welfare recipients. The ESS survey includes two questions that, although not

explicitly referring to the deserving-undeserving dichotomy, reveal tendencies of the

respondent to ascribe receivers of social support characteristics associated with

undeservingness: whether most of the unemployed are not actually trying to find a job and

whether many manage to receive benefits to which they are not entitled. The questionnaire

additionally contains a question on whether social benefits make people lazy, showing

whether the respondent holds conservative concerns about the moral impact of welfare. In

these matters, there should be a considerable attitudinal difference between the radical

right-wing and social democratic or left-wing workers for H3 to prove correct. As was

outlined in section 3 on theory and hypotheses, H3 predicts radical right-wing workers to

express views derived from an overarching ideology of conservatism, authoritarianism and

nationalism.

This does seem to be the case regarding conceptions of the unemployed. Results for

the dependent variable Uentrjb, the degree to which the respondent agrees with the statement

that most unemployed are merely not trying to find a job, are presented in Table 14. Values

range between 1 (strongly agree) and 5 (strongly disagree). The displayed coefficients lend

support for H3: the radical right-wing workers agree with this statement to an even higher

degree than the bourgeois respondents do, although the difference between these two groups

is negligible. While differences are quite small between all groups, the output included in

Table 15 shows that there is a significant disparity between radical right-wing and social

democratic workers, the former being more distrustful of the unemployed.
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Model Coefficients - Uentrjb

Predictor Estimate SE t p

Intercept 3.0851 0.0561 54.982 < .001
Radleftw 0.3448 0.0512 6.729 < .001
Socdemw 0.1383 0.0281 4.925 < .001
Radrightw -0.0811 0.0336 -2.418 0.016
Female -0.0797 0.0206 -3.861 < .001
Age -4.82e−4 6.25e-4 -0.772 0.440
Reg 2 -0.0823 0.0263 -3.128 0.002
Reg 3 -0.1189 0.0258 -4.606 < .001
Edu 1 -0.4952 0.0496 -9.989 < .001
Edu 2 -0.2739 0.0253 -10.847 < .001
Belgium 0.0187 0.0546 0.343 0.732
Switzerland 0.4829 0.0618 7.817 < .001
Czechia -0.2342 0.0545 -4.296 < .001
Germany 0.0114 0.0509 0.224 0.823
Estonia 0.0784 0.0566 1.386 0.166
Finland 0.3314 0.0528 6.276 < .001
France 0.0329 0.0573 0.574 0.566
United Kingdom 0.2923 0.0540 5.414 < .001
Hungary 0.0765 0.0608 1.258 0.208
Italy 0.2592 0.0691 3.751 < .001
Netherlands 0.4300 0.0542 7.938 < .001
Norway 0.7098 0.0545 13.013 < .001
Poland -0.4265 0.0576 -7.402 < .001
Sweden 0.6541 0.0539 12.145 < .001

Table 14. The dependent variable (Uentrjb) represents the degree to which the respondents agree with the statement that

most unemployed manage to obtain benefits or services to which they are not entitled, ranging between 1 (strongly agree)

and 5 (disagree strongly).

Linear Hypotheses Test: Estimate Std. Error t value Pr(>|t|)

Socdemw - Radrightw = 0 0.21945 0.03417 6.422 1.41e-10 ***

Table 15. Testing the probability that the effects of being a social democratic and radical right-wing worker are equivalent

shows that the difference between the two groups is significant.

Moving on to the second question related to conceptions of welfare recipients, the radical

right-wing workers stand out as the group that agrees most strongly with the statement that

many manage to obtain benefits or services to which they are not entitled, shown by the

variable Bennent which, again, ranges from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (disagree strongly). As

seen from the output displayed in Table 16, general suspiciousness towards welfare recipients
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is significantly more prevalent among workers sympathising with the radical right than it is

even among the economically right-wing bourgeois group.

So far, the results in this section lend robust support for H3: in their negative

perceptions of welfare beneficiaries, radical right-wing workers dissent not only from social

democrats of the same class position but even from bourgeois non-workers. Workers

sympathising with the radical right agree at least to the degree that the bourgeois respondents

do that most unemployed do not make an effort to find a job – and compose the segment

unmistakeably most apt to look upon welfare recipients as cheaters who are not deserving of

or entitled to the benefits they receive.

Model Coefficients - Bennent

Predictor Estimate SE t p

Intercept 2.65399 0.0529 50.168 < .001
Radleftw 0.20179 0.0482 4.188 < .001
Socdemw 0.10512 0.0265 3.973 < .001
Radrightw -0.22404 0.0317 -7.069 < .001

Table 16. The dependent variable (Bennent) is the answer to the survey question on whether many manage to obtain social

benefits or services to which they are not entitled, ranging between 1 (strongly agree) and 5 (disagree strongly). The model

includes the same control variables as previous models, controlling for gender, age, region and educational level.

The final question included in this section concerns the impact of social benefits on the moral

character of the recipient. Although distinct from the framework of conditionality, the notion

that welfare makes people lazy is in like manner attributable to non-materially conservative

values associated with the TAN position.

The output included in Table 17 shows that in opinions on whether social services and

benefits make people lazy, given by the variable Sblazy, there is no significant difference

between workers supporting the radical right and the non-workers supporting economically

right-wing bourgeois parties. Respondents in the two groups believe to the same extent that

social benefits have such negative impact on the moral character of the recipients. Contrary,

social democratic workers are significantly less inclined to hold such views, assuming a

position right in between the right-wing groups and the group of radical left-wing workers.

It may be concluded, then, that the radical right-wing segment of the working class

does indeed lean towards a conservative rather than left-wing or social democratic conception

of the function of social safety nets. Just as the previously addressed conditionality and

tendency to regard welfare recipients as undeserving, the group’s opinion in this matter is
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attributable to a non-material TAN orientation rather than its position on economic

(re-)distribution, treated in section 5.1.

Model Coefficients - Sblazy

Predictor Estimate SE t p

Intercept 2.85639 0.0591 48.3172 < .001
Radleftw 0.61573 0.0540 11.4122 < .001
Socdemw 0.31011 0.0296 10.4751 < .001
Radrightw 0.05488 0.0353 1.5533 0.120

Table 17. The dependent variable (Sblazy) is the opinion of the respondents on whether social benefits make people lazy or

not, answers ranging from 1 (strongly agree) and 5 (disagree strongly). The model includes the same control variables as

previous models, controlling for gender, age, region and educational level.

The analyses in the preceding section on welfare attitudes lent support for H3, according to

which views among working-class supporters of the radical right are influenced by

conservative, authoritarian and nationalist values. The findings presented in this part,

addressing perceptions of welfare recipients, give further strength to this conclusion:

compared to social democratic workers, the workers sympathising with the radical right are

clearly distinguished by disbelief in the deservingness of welfare recipients and concerns

about the moral impact of social benefits.

5.4 Cross-country variation

While the first part of the analysis provided insight into the general differences between the

groups of respondents by analysing data from all included countries en masse, this final

section will address cross-country variation in the relative positioning of the included groups

using separate regression models for each country.

For this purpose, five of the ten questions/variables included in the preceding analysis

have been singled out for cross-country comparison. These represent attitudes in five distinct

areas of theoretical relevance: whether the government should reduce differences in levels of

income or not (Gincdif), whether the government should take responsibility for the standard

of living of the unemployed (Gvslvue), whether social benefits and services put too great

strain on the economy in general (Sbstrec), whether many manage to obtain benefits to which

they are not entitled (Bennent) and if social benefits make people lazy (Sblazy).
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The question of whether the government should reduce income levels is included as a

measure of attitudes towards (in-)equality and government intervention in the economy

aiming at redistribution. Unemployment benefits are, compared to the other two areas of

welfare addressed in the questionnaire (elderly care and child care), of particular theoretical

relevance as it is on the one hand a crucial component in the assumed decommodifying or

labour-strengthening capacities of the welfare state, but on the other hand involves a group of

beneficiaries often judged to be undeserving. The question of welfare costs is of interest as it

reveals whether a nationalist, authoritarian and conservative disposition makes workers who

are otherwise pro-redistribution (paradoxically) averted to social expenditure. The question of

whether many manage to obtain social benefits to which they are not actually entitled is of

importance for H3 as it shows whether the respondent tends to ascribe non-deservingness to

welfare recipients in general. Lastly, answers to the question of whether social benefits make

people lazy provide information on tendencies among the group(s) to carry conservative

concerns about the moral impact of social benefits.

According to the results presented in previous sections, radical right-wing workers are

similar to social democratic workers in attitudes related to economic equality and distribution

(H2), display less uniform support for welfare and, lastly, diverge sharply from their social

democratic counterparts in perceptions of welfare recipients (H3). However, this pattern will

not necessarily be found in all included countries. The aim of this second of the two major

parts of the analysis is to identify deviating countries and explore whether potential patterns

of heterogeneity may be accounted for by any of the three country-level factors suggested in

section 3.1: the particular economic-political positioning of the countries’ main radical-right

wing party, the east-west divide or type of welfare-state regime.

Unfortunately, as discussed in section 4 on method and material, the limited number

of cases for each country severely impairs significance and conclusions regarding individual

countries will therefore have to remain tentative. A coefficient might be substantial, showing

a notable difference between two of the included groups in a particular country but still not

reach the threshold for significance due to the small sample size. Coefficients and

significance for all included groups are reported in Appendix C.

While the results in this part should thus be taken with a grain of salt, they

nevertheless provide more detailed insight into the composition of the data from which the

general conclusions are drawn. If several countries seem to deviate from the general pattern,

this would raise doubts about the generalizability of the results.
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The tables do not display the position of radical left-wing workers, the reason being

that in most included countries this group is very small, in some cases non-existent. In the

countries where workers supporting radical left-wing parties are represented, the dummy

variable representing this group is included in the models.

5.4.1 Cross-country variation in opinion on government-induced economic redistribution

Table 18 shows, first, predicted values for the variable Gincdif, marking answers to the

question of whether the government should reduce differences in income or not. Displayed

values are for a 30-year-old male having completed secondary education and living in a

mid-sized city. Again, given the limited number of observations from each country, displayed

differences between the groups are not necessarily significant (see Appendix C).

Yet, it is reassuring to note that the previously discovered tendency is quite consistent:

in the majority of cases, the radical right-wing group resembles the social democratic rather

than the bourgeois one. There are, nonetheless, exceptions. In Switzerland, Norway and

Hungary, the former two most particularly, the radical right-wing workers locate closer to the

bourgeois non-workers than to their left-wing class affiliates. At first glance, this might seem

to suggest that the position of the working-class party supporters does indeed vary depending

on the specific character of the radical right-wing party they support. Norway and

Switzerland are not covered by CHES’ estimations but in both countries, the dominating

radical right-wing party is associated with right-wing economic policy or economic

liberalism (see e.g. Afonso 2013, 25 & 35-6; Marsdal 2013, p. 39; Mosimann, Rennwald &

Zimmerman 2019, p. 78).

Yet, other examples indicate to the contrary that the economic preferences of radical

right-wing workers do not necessarily align with those of the particular party they support. In

Germany and the United Kingdom, where the leading radical right-wing parties (Alternative

for Germany, AfD and the United Kingdom Independence Party, UKIP) were firmly

positioned to the right of the economic-political spectrum (see Table 1, section 1.1.1), the

radical right-wing respondents seem to differ decisively from the non-working class

bourgeois party-supporters while, according to the predicted values, being slightly more

left-wing-oriented than even the social democratic segment. Conversely, in Hungary where

the radical right-wing parties Fidesz and Jobbik are located to the left of the country’s social

democratic alternative according to CHES estimations, the radical right-wing workers are
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