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abstract 
In this article, we investigate how Danish and Swedish political parties strategically 
mobilised references to the past in their Facebook campaigning during the 2022 
national elections. Through a qualitative content analysis of 759 Facebook posts, we 
identify how the past was instrumentalised in political rhetoric, specifically exploring 
positive, negative, and ambivalent campaigning strategies. Rather than reinforcing a 
pure binary between positive and negative messages, the findings illustrate that such 
references were also deployed ambivalently – simultaneously legitimising political 
positions and discrediting opponents. Yet, the study also highlights significant cross-
national differences: While Swedish parties more often invoke long-term ideological 
legacies, Danish parties tend to focus on recent events. By combining insights from 
research on political campaigning and memory studies, our analysis underscores the 
complex narrative functions of history and memory in contemporary multiparty 
contexts. The study demonstrates how invoking the past shapes electoral discourse 
and thereby has the potential to influence both voter perceptions and self-proclaimed 
party legitimacy.
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Introduction
The past is never politically neutral. Narratives about the past are continually 
negotiated and mobilised to serve present agendas (Angell & Larsen, 2022; de 
Saint-Laurent, 2018), especially in election campaigns where future visions rest 
on claims about what failed, what worked, or what must not be repeated (Müller, 
2022). Treating such uses as contingent and performative (Friberg, 2023; Steinmetz 
et al., 2021), we conceive the uses of the past in political communication as 
strategic activities. While research on Nordic countries has examined the political 
uses of the past in national settings, fewer studies compare these mechanisms 
across borders (Menke, 2025). This article addresses that gap by comparing how 
Danish and Swedish parties used Facebook ahead of the 2022 elections to attract 
voters by reframing the past. We examine national specificities and regional 
parallels, with particular attention to how past references intersect with positive 
and negative campaigning. In doing so, we connect political communication 
research with memory studies to answer the following research question:

How did Danish and Swedish political parties strategically mobilise 
references to the past in their Facebook communication during the 2022 
national election campaigns, and what overarching campaign strategies did 
these mobilisations serve?

Subsequently, we situate the study at the intersection of memory studies and 
campaign research. Thereafter, we outline our method and provide a brief 
contextualisation of the Danish and Swedish elections, before presenting our 
findings. Finally, we conclude with a brief discussion of the implications of 
strategically using the past and temporality in multiparty system election 
campaigning.

Scholarship on the mobilisation of the past in Danish 
and Swedish politics
Nordic scholarship has examined how political actors in Sweden and Denmark 
invoke national history as a resource in party competition. Andersson (2009), for 
example, has shown how the idea of “the Swedish model” and the metaphor of 
“the People’s home” [folkhemmet] re‑emerged strongly in political debates after 
the 1990s economic crisis. Rather than being treated as a historically contingent 
project, the welfare state is often narrated as the almost inevitable outcome of a 
long national tradition of consensus, compromise, and peaceful reform.

Linderborg’s (2001) study of Swedish Social Democratic historiography further 
underscores how parties have used historical narratives as ideological resources. 
Analysing party histories from 1892 to 2000, she showed how “movement 
intellectuals” sought both internal and national hegemony by canonising a story 
of the labour movement and the Swedish nation. In this story, class conflict is 
gradually resolved within an inclusive “People’s home”, while socialism is reframed 
as a natural continuation of an age‑old Swedish freedom and negotiation culture.
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Håkansson’s (2023) comparative study of the radical-right Sweden Democrats 
(SD) and Danish People’s Party (DF) adds a nationalist perspective. Both parties 
weave historical narratives that connect “the people”, the nation, and its culture 
across centuries. Thereby, SD and DF present themselves as uniquely able to 
restore a broken historical continuity: National democracy and the welfare state 
are cast as outcomes of a homogeneous people’s struggle, betrayed by elites and 
endangered by immigration. Nostalgic depictions of a golden age, therefore, 
function less as a literal desire to return to the past than as a way of dramatising 
the perceived costs of change (Johannisson, 2001).

Importantly, this research also highlights differences between Swedish and 
Danish “historical cultures” – that is, the shared but contested ways in which 
societies remember and narrate their past. Whereas peaceful democratisation 
and compromises between social classes  – often framed as “the Danish model” 
– have also been central (Glenthøj et al., 2018), Danish national history is also 
strongly structured around a history of military defeat, territorial loss, and 
foreign occupation. This is different from Sweden, where the dominant historical 
narrative has centered around peaceful modernisation and social compromise 
(Andersson, 2009; Linderborg, 2001; Håkansson, 2023). These differences 
help explain why SD more often mobilises abstract historical concepts such as 
folkhemmet, whereas DF tends to anchor its narratives in specific laws and dates 
(such as the 1776 Danish Nationality Act and the 1849 constitution). Meanwhile, 
Håkansson has noted that SD and DF appear unusually history‑oriented in their 
national contexts – an assumption we nuance by showing how references to the 
past permeate campaign communication across parties.

Taken together, this literature suggests that Nordic parties mobilise the past 
as a strategic resource in struggles over ideological ownership and political 
legitimacy. The Swedish model or Denmark’s “freedom traditions” function as 
tropes that actors can selectively appropriate, reframe, or contest. Our analysis 
builds on these insights, but shifts attention from long‑form party histories 
and manifestos to fast‑paced social media communication of parties across the 
political spectrum. In doing so, we show how similar narrative mechanisms 
are compressed and personalised online, and how they intersect with positive, 
negative, and ambivalent campaign strategies.

The past in positive and negative campaigning
How the past is invoked in political communication becomes particularly 
relevant during elections, where it contributes to other strategies of positioning 
a party toward voters and opponents. Research on campaign strategies has long 
distinguished between positive and negative campaigning. Most definitions treat 
negative campaigning as some form of “attack” on political opponents – for 
example, by criticising their policies, leadership qualities, or past actions (Lau 
& Rovner, 2009; Hansen & Pedersen, 2008). Communication that does not 
include such criticism is typically classified as positive and tends to emphasise 
the sender’s own strengths, policy achievements, or future visions. Harrington 
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and Hess (1996) summarised this difference by describing positive campaigning 
as an effort to define one’s own ideology, whereas negative campaigning seeks 
to define one’s opponent’s ideology. In practice, however, the categories are 
analytical rather than mutually exclusive: Attacks almost always imply a positive 
self‑presentation, and vice versa.

Systematic research on negative and positive campaigning expanded in the 
early 1990s. Since then, studies have examined why political actors “go negative”. 
Factors include a candidate’s or party’s status (e.g., challengers tend to be more 
negative than incumbents), ideological position, and electoral competitiveness 
(Auter & Fine, 2016; Haselmayer, 2019). The effects of negative campaigning 
are more contested: Early work warned of demobilisation and decreased trust in 
politicians (Ansolabehere & Iyengar, 1995), while later research indicates both 
mobilising and demobilising effects depending on tone, content, and perceived 
fairness (Lau et al., 2007).

As some have argued (Haselmayer, 2019), a large share of this literature is based 
on the context in the US, shaped by a two‑party system and candidate‑centred 
campaigns. Scholars have therefore questioned whether these findings translate to 
proportional multiparty systems such as Sweden and Denmark. Studies of such 
settings suggest different dynamics: For example, negative campaigning is often 
directed not at a single opponent but across a fragmented field of competitors 
(Hansen & Pedersen, 2008). Moreover, much existing work is quantitative and 
relies on reductive classifications of tone, while overlooking the substantive 
content and narrative mechanisms through which messages gain persuasive force 
(Lau & Rovner, 2009). 

We address this by identifying references to the past as key resources in 
both positive and negative campaign rhetoric. By examining how parties use 
the past to frame their own proposals or discredit opponents, we connect 
campaign scholarship with work on collective memory and historical narration. 
In positive campaigning, parties may invoke the past to establish continuity, 
stability, and credibility. In negative campaigning, the past becomes a resource 
for delegitimisation, drawing attention to opponents’ failures, inconsistencies, 
or perceived dangers associated with their actions, affiliations, or policy record.

From this perspective, campaigning is not only about positioning in the present 
but about narrating a past that legitimises or delegitimises specific futures. 
Campaign rhetoric can reposition parties ideologically across temporal narratives, 
not just along the left–right spectrum (Harrington & Hess, 1996). In multiparty 
contexts such as Denmark and Sweden, where alliances may be fragile and fluid, 
references to the past can also serve as symbolic boundary markers, reinforcing 
party identity or political integrity while appealing to floating voters through 
reminders of previous performances or betrayals.

By shifting attention from the frequency of positive and negative campaigning 
to their narrative form, we supplement existing research with insights into how 
the past is politicised in multiparty Nordic contexts. This not only enriches 
understandings of campaign strategies but also highlights the temporal dimensions 
of campaign communication.
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Research design: Sample and coding
The study draws on a qualitative content analysis of Facebook posts published 
by all parliamentary parties in Denmark and Sweden, as well as by the countries’ 
respective prime minister candidates, during the 2022 national election 
campaigns. Focusing on Sweden and Denmark serves a dual comparative purpose. 
Although both countries share core features of the Nordic model (e.g., multiparty 
proportional systems, strong welfare states, and similar party systems), they differ 
in relevant ways due to the unique political contexts at the time of the elections, 
which we outline below. This allows us to examine how similar strategic uses 
of the past unfold in divergent political climates.

Including the Facebook posts of prime minister candidates while excluding other 
party leaders reflects the study’s focus on party communication rather than individual 
campaign style. In both countries, debates over who should become the next prime 
minister played a central role in the 2022 campaigns. Excluding the candidates 
would therefore risk omitting key narratives that were effectively extensions of 
party communication, while including all party leaders would shift focus toward 
individualised campaign dynamics. We thus treat the prime minister candidates’ 
posts as part of party communication during a leadership‑centred electoral moment.

To ensure comparability, data collection was limited to the month preceding 
each election day (11 September in Sweden; 1 November in Denmark). This 
window captures the “core” campaign period, when party communication tends 
to be most intensive, strategic, and explicitly voter‑oriented.

All posts, including transcriptions of images and videos, were drawn 
manually from Facebook and coded in the web‑based tool OpenQDA. Since 
visual communication about the past is beyond the scope of this study, all 
transcribed posts were treated as plain text, and no distinction between post 
types (text/image/video) was made during analysis. Facebook was selected 
because it is the only platform used systematically by all parliamentary parties 
and prime minister candidates in both countries, and because it offers a stable 
archive. Our analysis thus concerns how parties address their Facebook publics 
and does not claim to cover the full campaign environment. Treating all posts 
as plain text makes them more comparable but also means that uses of the past 
communicated purely visually are excluded –  a limitation that future research 
can and should address.

The coding process was designed to capture how parties invoked the past as 
a rhetorical resource. We identified four inductive categories of “pasts”:

1.	 “General pasts” – broad or unspecified references to history, heritage, or 
collective memory, including symbolic invocations of national or cultural 
continuity.

2.	 “Political pasts” – references to specific political decisions, events, or 
scandals situated in the recent or distant past.

3.	 “Party pasts” – references to the history, ideological lineage, or moral 
legacy of one’s own or an opposing party.
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4.	 “Past–future imaginaries” – explicit links between interpretations of the 
past and visions of the future, where historical narratives legitimise future 
policies or warn against undesirable trajectories.

The boundary between present and past is thus understood pragmatically: Once 
events from the most recent electoral period are narrated retrospectively, we 
treat them as part of a strategically constructed political past. Together, these 
categories capture how past references legitimise positions, attack opponents, 
construct ideological continuity, or narrate political ruptures. As indicated in 
Table 1, the sample amounted to 759 past-related Facebook posts (215 from 
Denmark and 544 from Sweden). 

Table 1 Posts per account and country

Account Party name (English) No. of 
posts

Past-related 
posts

n %

Denmark: 
parties

Alternativet The Alternative 25 15 60

Danmarksdemokraterne Denmark Democrats 30 7 23

Dansk Folkeparti Danish People’s Party 31 8 26

Det Konservative Folkeparti Conservative People’s Party 50 15 30

Enhedslisten Red–Green Alliance 56 16 30

Liberal Alliance Liberal Alliance 71 19 27

Moderaterne Moderates 67 13 19

Nye Borgerlige New Right 25 4 16

Radikale Venstre Danish Social Liberal Party 47 16 34

Socialdemokatiet Social Democrats 101 20 20

Socialistisk Folkeparti Green Left 58 39 67

Venstre Left (Denmark’s Liberal Party) 74 17 23

Denmark:     
PM candidates

Mette Frederiksen Social Democrats 57 10 18

Jakob Ellemann-Jensen Left (Denmark’s Liberal Party) 33 5 15

Søren Pape Conservative People’s Party 43 11 25

Denmark: total 768 215 28

Sweden: 
parties

Centerpartiet Centre Party 120 43 36

Kristdemokraterna Christian Democrats 110 56 51

Liberalerna Liberals 100 41 41

Miljöpartiet Green Party 67 20 30

Moderaterna Moderate Party 156 70 45

Socialdemokraterna Social Democrats 294 113 38

Sverigedemokraterna Sweden Democrats 262 146 56

Vänsterpartiet Left Party 60 29 48

Sweden:       
PM candidates

Magdalena Andersson Social Democrats 122 14 11

Ulf Kristersson Moderate Party 54 12 22

Sweden: total 1,345 544 40

Total of all posts 2,113 759 36
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To align the coding, each researcher coded all posts from one country and 
an additional ten per cent of the other country’s dataset. Discrepancies were 
discussed until agreement on code application and conceptual boundaries was 
reached. This iterative process informed the subsequent thematic analysis, which 
traced cross‑party and cross‑national patterns in how references to the past were 
used strategically. Before presenting the findings, the next section provides a 
brief background to the studied elections.

Political contexts: Denmark and Sweden in the 2022 
elections
The 2022 parliamentary elections in Denmark and Sweden unfolded in contexts 
of political fragmentation, shifting coalition norms, and intensified public debate 
over national security and energy.

In Sweden, the election on 11 September 2022 followed a decade‑long 
destabilisation of the traditional bloc‑based party system. As described by Aylott 
and Bolin (2023), the rise of the radical‑right Sweden Democrats (SD), who 
entered parliament in 2010, reshaped the landscape and gradually dismantled the 
centre–right Alliance [Alliansen]. The 2019 “January Agreement” temporarily 
broke bloc politics, but by 2022, the Moderate Party and Christian Democrats 
had moved towards formal cooperation with SD, ending the long-standing cordon 
sanitaire around the party. As the election approached, the right bloc – SD, 
Moderate Party, Christian Democrats, and Liberals – presented an increasingly 
unified front, while the Social Democrats governed through a tense coalition.

The Swedish campaign was dominated by crime, immigration, and national 
security (Bolin et al., 2022). A surge in gang violence and unrest in immigrant‑dense 
areas turned integration into a perceived existential challenge, prompting tougher 
rhetoric and proposals across parties. Energy policy also played a central role, 
driven by rising electricity prices after Russia’s full‑scale invasion of Ukraine; 
parties on the right campaigned heavily for an expansion of nuclear energy. 
Beneath issue debates, the election was shaped by a struggle over democratic 
norms and the legitimacy of governing with SD. Environmental concerns were 
often sidelined in favour of economic security, and traditional welfare issues 
such as education and healthcare received limited attention.

In Denmark, the election on 1 November 2022 was a snap election, triggered 
by the so‑called mink scandal, in which Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen ordered 
the culling of the entire mink population in November 2020 due to concerns of 
coronavirus mutations during the Covid‑19 pandemic. Amid controversy over 
the government’s legally questionable handling of the case, the Social Democratic 
minority government called an election ahead of the parliament’s opening.

Fourteen parties campaigned, including the Moderates, founded in June 2022 
by former Prime Minister Lars Løkke Rasmussen. A distinctive feature of the 
Danish election was that three candidates ran for prime minister: the incumbent 
Social Democrat, Mette Frederiksen, and two from the larger traditional centre-
right parties – Søren Pape Poulsen (Conservative People’s Party) and Jakob 
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Ellemann‑Jensen (Left). This intensified competition within the right bloc, as 
parties had to criticise the government while also differentiating themselves from 
one another. With slogans like “change from the middle”, the Moderates sought 
to transcend bloc politics and promote broader cooperation, resonating with 
blurred ideological lines and voter volatility. Mette Frederiksen and the Social 
Democratic Party also campaigned to form a new centrist coalition, a move 
widely regarded as highly controversial among the party’s voters and one that 
marked a significant party-political turning point. Yet, the debate was shaped 
by crises beyond the mink scandal. Another major controversy involved the 
Danish Defence Intelligence Service (FE), whose director was accused of leaking 
classified information. Meanwhile, the energy crisis peaked in the summer of 
2022 and, as in Sweden, placed affordability and security of supply high on the 
political agenda. In this context, Frederiksen’s Social Democrats campaigned on 
a platform combining economic interventionism with strict immigration policies 
and a strong state ethos.

Both elections crystallised longer‑term trends of ideological realignment and 
increased salience of security and integration. Whereas Sweden witnessed a 
breakthrough in the mainstreaming of a once‑marginal radical‑right party, 
Denmark’s election centred more on political accountability, institutional trust, 
and a reconfiguration of centrism from within the established order.

Findings
The most striking difference between the two countries is how much more 
common references to the past were among Swedish parties. This reflects the 
fact that the Swedish data is much richer in general, which in turn is a result 
of Swedish and Danish parties using Facebook in very different ways. Whereas 
Swedish parties seem to have embraced the “TikTokification” of Facebook, 
insofar as a lot of their posts consist of videos, the posts from Danish parties are 
mainly traditional text or picture posts containing relatively less information. 
Another reason might be that it was a snap election in Denmark, thereby 
giving parties less time to develop proper campaign strategies and materials. 
Additionally, the lower frequency of references to the past in the Danish data 
may be explained by the very recent political scandals, which dominated online 
debates. In total, the dataset not only contains more Swedish posts, but these 
also encompass almost 20 times as many references to the past as their Danish 
counterparts.  However, while these quantitative differences are important to bear 
in mind when interpreting the findings, they posed no problems for the analysis 
as such. Again, what is of interest here is not the quantity but the quality of 
references to the past in the studied material – meaning that this section aims 
to highlight how parties refer to the past, and for what purposes, in always 
varying election contexts.

To do so, the analysis is presented in three steps. First, we illustrate how 
different temporalities and references to the past are used in negative campaigning. 
Second, we exemplify how similar national patterns regarding long-term versus 
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short-term perspectives on the past can be detected in positive campaigning. 
And finally, we elaborate on how several evocations of the past can neither be 
conceived as positive nor negative, suggesting they represent a kind of hybrid 
or ambivalent engagement with the past in political campaigning.

Long- and short-term accusations in negative campaigning

Building on the conceptualisation of negative campaigning as an attack-oriented 
strategy outlined above, we here add a temporal dimension that enables us to 
distinguish between two ways in which the past structures negative campaign 
messages. Whereas long-term accusations reach back to deep ideological roots, 
short-term calls for accountability highlight recent scandals or policy failures. 
Together, these two strategies reveal how different memories of the past serve 
to undermine an opponent’s legitimacy, credibility, or competence.

Long-term accusations typically frame an opponent’s ideology or moral 
character as either chronically problematic or historically exceptional. Short-
term calls for accountability instead attribute blame for recent crises, scandals, 
or broken election promises. We show that these two logics perform different 
narrative functions. Long-term accusations serve to draw a symbolic “line in the 
sand” by portraying opponents as historically tainted. In contrast, short-term 
calls for accountability seek to erode trust and perceived competence by focusing 
on recent (mis)actions. By exploring them side by side, our analysis expands 
conventional typologies of negative campaigning by demonstrating how attacks 
vary not only in target and tone, but also in temporal depth. In our coding, 
“long‑term” refers to references that go back several decades or invoke more 
abstract ideological trajectories, whereas “short‑term” comprises attacks tied 
to events confined to the most recent parliamentary term.

Swedish posts involving the past operate within a longer time frame. A 
recurring example of this is the Centre Party’s discrediting of SD by highlighting 
its extremist origins:

I get a little worried when I hear Jimmie Åkesson’s false advertising that they 
have their roots in the countryside. No, the Sweden Democrats have their 
roots in Bevara Sverige Svenskt [a Swedish neo-Nazi organisation in the 
1980s]. (Centerpartiet, 2022a)

By reminding voters about SD’s links to the 1980’s neo-Nazi movement, the 
Centre Party placed the contemporary party outside the democratic mainstream 
and framed any cooperation with SD as a violation of civic norms. In a repost 
from the previous party leader and Prime Minister Stefan Löfven, the Social 
Democrats contributed to this narrative by referencing SD’s “problematic” 
relationship to liberal democracy:

The Sweden Democrats’ stance on liberal democracy is problematic. It is 
no coincidence that leading representatives of the party expressed their 
support for Trump ahead of the 2020 US presidential election, or that they 
in parliament have praised Hungary’s authoritarian Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán. (Socialdemokraterna, 2022a)
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The quotes illustrate how long-term accusations draw on temporally distant 
but morally charged episodes to stigmatise opponents and set the parameters 
of acceptable coalition-building. The same long-term logic is noticeable in other 
Swedish attacks. The Liberals, for example, blamed current problems with the 
Swedish school system on the Social Democrats’ decision to municipalise schools 
“thirty years ago” (Liberalerna, 2022a), while the Moderate Party traced the 
2022 energy crisis to the 2013 decision to begin a phase-out of nuclear power 
(Moderaterna, 2022a). Although these arguments are less emotionally charged 
than the SD critique, they nevertheless extend blame across decades and thereby 
suggest that contemporary problems are symptoms of systemic mismanagement 
deeply rooted in Social Democratic rule. 

While Danish parties occasionally reached further back – the Liberal Alliance 
(2022a), for example, lamented that “Danes’ legal certainty hasn’t been this bad 
in many decades” and that this problem “didn’t start with Mette Frederiksen’s 
government” – such references were the exception. The overriding pattern was a 
focus on events during the latest parliamentary term, reflecting the extent to which 
highly mediatised scandals dominated the discourse. Danish parties overwhelmingly 
relied on exposing recent misaction, centring their posts on the short-term past. 
In particular, this was the Social Democratic government’s management of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, the related mass culling of minks, and the so-called FE case. 
A representative post came from the Conservative People’s Party:

Yesterday, Mette Frederiksen suddenly decided she wanted to apologise 
for some of the mistakes made during the government’s handling of the 
coronavirus crisis. Wait! Is she finally taking responsibility for the mink 
scandal?! (Det Konservative Folkeparti, 2022a)

The use of irony – clearly signalled by the rhetorical question – undermines the 
sincerity of the apology and keeps the mink scandal in the public eye. The same 
message was reinforced in a similar post from the smaller party, the Denmark 
Democrats (Danmarks Demokraterne, 2022) and the Liberal Alliance, which 
amplified the scandal narrative by calling Frederiksen the “prime minister of 
scandals”:

Mette Frederiksen is the prime minister of scandals, and the more that emerges 
about the Defence Intelligence Service scandal, the clearer it becomes that 
there are serious issues at the top. We need answers, and we need them now. 
Danes deserve to know the truth about the scandal that has thrown our 
intelligence services and our relationship with the US into chaos. (Liberal 
Alliance, 2022b)

Sticking to the same basic theme, the New Right portrayed the pandemic 
lockdown as a betrayal of young people:

Why would anyone vote for someone who says one thing before the election 
and then does something else when she gains power? Corona had almost 
no impact on children and young people. Yet they were held hostage by the 
government’s handling of the pandemic. (Nye Borgerlige, 2022)
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These posts all link anger about very recent events to a broader verdict on 
Frederiksen’s trustworthiness and competence, thus framing the election as 
a referendum on her crisis leadership rather than on ideological substance. 
A similar rhetoric was also present in Sweden – such as when the Moderate 
Party described the Social Democrats’ term in office as “the biggest betrayal 
of election promises in modern times” (Moderaterna, 2022b), or when the 
Christian Democrats accused the government of not “daring to take the fight 
against honour crime” (Kristdemokraterna, 2022) – but it played a much less 
central role than in Denmark.

As we now move on to consider narrations of the past in positive campaigning, 
we will see that similar national patterns were traceable in this communication.

The past in positive campaigning

Similar to the negative campaigning discussed above, our analysis has identified 
two dominant temporal ways of referencing the past in positive campaigning. 
Heritage claims draw on deep party history to project ideological authenticity 
and consistency. This includes parties highlighting century-long commitments, 
legendary leaders, or foundational moments (e.g., suffrage or rural modernisation) 
to signal ideological consistency and moral authority. Achievement narratives, 
instead, emphasise recent political successes to showcase a party’s governing 
competence. This typically takes the form of incumbent parties showcasing 
tangible policy “wins” gained during the current or most recent parliamentary 
term – thereby affirming their capacity as successful leaders. Thus, whereas 
heritage claims invite voters to place their trust in an unbroken lineage, 
achievement narratives encourage them to reward demonstrable (recent) results 
in the form of actual political outputs. Heritage claims of this kind mirror the 
long‑term self‑historicising practices documented in Nordic party histories 
and nationalist narratives, where parties position themselves within extended 
trajectories of democracy, welfare, and national character (Håkansson, 2023; 
Linderborg, 2001). Although such posts often draw on experiences from what 
actors themselves might still frame as the political “present”, we treat references 
to the outgoing electoral period as invocations of a recent governing past once 
they are narrativised and evaluated in retrospect.

Mirroring the tendency found in negative campaigning, it is striking that 
Swedish parties draw on a longer time frame and are more prone to making 
heritage claims than their Danish counterparts. One of the most prominent 
examples is the Centre Party, and its recurring distancing from, firstly, the 
Sweden Democrats, and secondly, the centre-right parties that cooperate with 
them. In one of these posts, they uploaded a clip from a 1976 election debate 
where former party leader and Prime Minister Thorbjörn Fälldin states that “the 
recognition of the equal value of all people, of the equal rights of all people” is 
the foundation of their ideology. The caption to the clip underlines that,

No, it’s not the Centre Party that has changed. It’s others who have done so. 
A vote for the Centre Party is an insurance against the SD getting influence 
over the government. (Centerpartiet, 2022b)



KALLE ERIKSSON & MARIE MEIER12

This came as a response to the criticisms from former coalition parties over 
their decision to support a Social Democratic prime minister candidate with the 
expressed purpose of preventing a government with SD (thus taking another step 
away from the old bloc structure of the Swedish party system). By underlining 
that this is coherent with their ideological core and legacy, the Centre Party 
actively invoked their own party history to shift blame to the centre-right parties 
that have changed their mind about cooperating with SD.

Perhaps as a response to the Centre Party’s strategic decision to focus strongly 
on ideology and core democratic values, the Liberals – the party receiving by 
far the most criticism for cooperating with SD – repeatedly brought up past 
achievements in this area to portray themselves as both pioneers and bulwarks 
of democracy:

Our party introduced democracy in Sweden over 100 years ago. We introduced 
universal and equal suffrage. We paved the way for women today […]. 
(Liberalerna, 2022b)

The liberal ideology has developed through centuries of defending individual 
liberty and clear limits on state power. That is why liberals are at the forefront 

of creating strong constitutions. (Liberalerna, 2022c)

A lot of the warning messages regarding SD originated from the premise that 
having a radical-right party with influence in the government is unprecedented in 
Sweden, and highlighted the many uncertainties regarding what they may achieve 
in such a role. In this context, the second quote can be read as an attempt to 
downplay how dramatic such a shift would be, since limits on state power and 
“a strong constitution” set clear boundaries for what changes to the political 
and democratic institutions a government can implement, even if they secure a 
parliamentary majority.

Another way that Swedish parties engaged positively with the past in a long-
term perspective was to interpret a topical debate in terms of a core ideological 
value of one’s own party, thereby expanding issue ownership and reevaluating 
conflicting values, for example, in the debate on freedom versus security:

For more than 50 years, we moderates have consistently fought for more 
personal freedom. But never in modern times has freedom in Sweden been 
restricted by violence and crime as it is today. Security has become the great 
freedom issue of our time. (Moderaterna, 2022c)

This post also illustrates the broader Swedish pattern: Historical self-references 
are mobilised not as static nostalgia, but as flexible argumentative resources. By 
casting a present surge in violent crime as the ultimate threat to personal freedom, 
the party framed a contemporary law-and-order agenda within a half-century 
tradition of liberal–conservative rhetoric, thereby extending its ideological brand 
while claiming issue ownership in the security domain. Across the Swedish data, 
such heritage claims enable parties to (re-)narrate present challenges through 
the lens of enduring identities, legitimising both strategic repositioning and 
cross-bloc manoeuvres.
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In contrast to the Swedish parties’ tendency to anchor their positive 
campaigning in decades-old ideological legacies, the Danish parties – and 
especially the governing Social Democrats – relied on a markedly shorter time 
horizon. In this context, references to the most recent parliamentary term function 
as achievement narratives that emphasise concrete policy outputs and crisis 
management rather than abstract historical lineage. One frequently recurring 
theme among these posts is broad cross-party cooperation, which was used as 
proof of their responsible leadership:

Politics isn’t about arguing until you’re blue or red in the face. It’s about 
finding common solutions to the country’s major challenges and helping 
those who have the least. Under the Social Democratic government, 9 out of 
10 agreements have been made across the political centre. Let’s continue this 
broad cooperation. (Socialdemokratiet, 2022a)

Other posts reinforced this narrative by pointing to, for example, the swift 
passage of Denmark’s 2019 climate law and the country’s progress towards 
the 70 per cent emissions-reduction goal within a single parliamentary term 
(Socialdemokratiet, 2022b). Such references to the past serve to translate 
recent governmental experience into a forward-looking promise of capacity 
and continuity.

The Social Democratic Facebook campaign also incorporated autobiographical 
vignettes into these achievement narratives. In the following quote, revisiting 
the government’s Covid-19 response, we see an example of how voters were 
invited to read institutional accomplishments through Prime Minister Mette 
Frederiksen’s lens of personal commitment and moral duty:

“We do what it takes”. That’s what Magnus and I said to each other that 
afternoon – Wednesday, March 11, 2020 – just before the press conference 
where we announced the partial lockdown of the country. It turned into some 
difficult and dramatic years. But we stood together as a people and a nation 
– and that meant we saved lives and brought the economy safely through the 
crisis. Leadership is also about standing firm. Especially when the storm hits. 
(Mette Frederiksen, 2022a)

By pairing references to a collective memory of dramatic events with intimate 
personal recollections, this can be considered an attempt to humanise otherwise 
technocratic decisions, aiming at deepening voters’ trust in them as leaders. 
The same dynamic was at play when the prime minister made references to her 
official apology in 2019 to the so-called “Godhavn boys”, who were mistreated 
in Danish public orphanages between the1940s and 1970s (Mette Frederiksen, 
2022b), or in her self-praise of the introduction of an early retirement scheme 
(“Arne pension”) at the second anniversary of the reform, before describing it 
as in danger of being abolished if she loses power (Mette Frederiksen, 2022c).

Although the communication of Danish parties was overwhelmingly present-
oriented, occasional references to the more distant past reveal how heritage 
claims can still be made when they reinforce contemporary positioning. On the 
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fiftieth anniversary of Denmark’s accession to the European Union, for instance, 
the Social Democrats posted a reminder: 

Exactly 50 years ago, the Danish people voted to become a member of the 
European Community – later the EU. The then Prime Minister, Jens Otto 
Krag, was one of the main driving forces behind it and saw membership as a 
prerequisite for the welfare society. The uncertain times we are experiencing 
today show how important it is that we stand together in Europe and maintain 
international alliances. It is important that we stand firm by our values of 
freedom and democracy. (Socialdemokratiet, 2022c)

When taking a step back, we see that these posts differ from the Swedish long-
range appeals less by intent than by temporal scale. Whereas Swedish parties 
invoke the distant past to assert ideological authenticity, Danish actors instead 
leverage a more recent past to demonstrate competence and pragmatic resolve. 
Both strategies, however, pursue the same ultimate end: the curating of selective 
pasts to justify future claims.

Ambivalent uses of the past

Beyond these strictly positive or negative communication strategies, there is a 
third distinct way in which parties make use of the past to increase their own 
appeal. Interestingly, this third strategy includes an appraisal of the other party’s 
past, combined with an accusation that they have now betrayed this past. It 
could be argued that this strategy is a type of negative campaigning, insofar as 
its ultimate aim is still to level criticism against opponents. The combination 
of appraisal and accusation, however, clearly sets it apart from other types of 
negative campaigning. To highlight this difference, we refer to this strategy as 
ambivalent employment of the past in campaigning. 

This ambivalence is apparent in SD’s nostalgic stories of the “old” Social 
Democratic party, combined with the critique that they have now abandoned 
their own past:

I have a great respect for the social democracy of the old days. That is, those 
who built our welfare society. Because they were the ones who did that. 
Not because they were Social Democrats but because they became social 
conservatives – like us. […] They managed to ensure that we had a successful 
business community that could support and develop our welfare society. That 
has been completely abandoned. […] And so, Sweden was allowed to decay, 
and that’s where we are today. (Sverigedemokraterna, 2022)

Previous research has shown that the Sweden Democrats’ nostalgic narratives 
about the social democratic legacy, and in particular the establishment of “the 
People’s home” – the great expansion of the Swedish welfare system in the 
1930s and 1940s – are not isolated messages, but part of a more overarching 
communicative strategy to become more mainstream. By tying into a familiar 
narrative about Sweden’s past, parties can still connect to a vaguely defined 
nationalist “us” (Merrill, 2020). Indeed, as shown by Håkansson (2023: 249), 
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the restorative idea of rebuilding “the People’s home” has been described by SD 
itself as one of their core missions since the early days of the party’s existence.  

Temporality is central to this strategy. Rather than explicitly comparing 
one’s own policies with those of another party, these messages contrast the past 
with the present versions of the other party to highlight their current flaws. 
The implication is also that one’s own party still stands for the values that 
the opponent has abandoned, and thus this strategy functions to appeal to the 
disillusioned voters of the other party. While this may often be done implicitly, 
the Sweden Democrats do it explicitly, for example, in the quote above, by 
stating that the positive reforms from the Social Democrats in the past were 
achieved “not because they were Social Democrats, but because they became 
social conservatives – like us” (Sverigedemokraterna, 2022). Thus, rather than 
just presenting competing interpretations of the present and visions of the future, 
this campaign rhetoric actively invokes the past to reappropriate the legacy of 
another party for one’s own benefit.

A similar ambivalent campaigning strategy consists of addressing more 
overarching ideological themes, and shaming the other party for abandoning 
their core values by contrasting their (honourable) actions of the past with their 
(exceptionable) behaviour in the present:

Just over [30] years ago, the liberal party leader left the TV studio when 
representatives of a xenophobic party came on the air. Today, the party leader 
of the Liberals promises to do everything in his power to give a xenophobic 
and anti-liberal party with Nazi roots access to government power after the 
election. It is sad to see how easily a liberal party throws its values of liberalism 
and humanity overboard. (Socialdemokraterna, 2022b)

While this quote does not contain an explicit prescription to vote for the Social 
Democrats instead, it is clearly an attempt to make voters who prioritise the 
values of liberalism and humanity less likely to vote for the Liberals – thereby 
increasing their own appeal. Thus, the nostalgic reference to liberal antiracism 
serves both to shame the Liberals and to position the Social Democrats as 
guardians of liberalism and humanity. In another post from the party, the same 
rhetoric was used, but with an explicit comparison, emphasising that the Social 
Democrats can be trusted to stand by their values, whereas others cannot. This 
message also addresses the question of how other parties relate to the Sweden 
Democrats, but targets the Moderate Party by stating that they no longer have 
“the backbone that Ulf Kristersson showed in the last election campaign” 
(Socialdemokraterna, 2022c), when he refused to cooperate with SD. The implied 
lesson in this post – that leaders who betray their own past commitments cannot 
be trusted – connects directly to the theme of trustworthiness highlighted in our 
discussion above of negative campaigning. This further illustrates that the past 
can indeed be invoked in many ways and serve different rhetorical functions, but 
with the same ultimate purpose: portraying one’s own party as more deserving 
of the voters’ trust than the opponents.

As far as the Danish campaigning goes, our analysis has not identified the same 
type of explicit appraisals of a political opponent’s past. However, ambivalent 
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campaigning involving the past still occured. Again, the rhetoric of Danish parties 
has a much shorter time span than their Swedish counterparts. What is curious 
in this context is that these posts also followed an opposite temporal logic:

Just as the election campaign kicks off, the Social Democrats present a 
proposal to increase the employment deduction. That’s great. But it doesn’t 
quite align with the policies they’ve pursued over the past three years. For 
instance, they’ve raised taxes more than 40 times and made nine out of ten 
income groups poorer. […] They claimed that tax cuts would lead to layoffs in 
the public sector. Now the tune has suddenly changed. It doesn’t add up. We, 
on the other hand, stand firm. We don’t invent new political proposals just 

because an election is around the corner. (Det Konservative Folkeparti, 2022b)

Here, we see that the Conservative People’s Party approved of the policy proposal 
as such, but they sought to cast doubt on the sincerity of the proposal by 
highlighting that the Social Democrats previously acted in contradiction to their 
own proposal. The past was invoked to question the trustworthiness of proposals 
and promises made in the present. This was then contrasted with their own 
policies, which were portrayed as consistent and predictable. In other words, 
whereas the past and present actions of the political opponent were argued to 
contradict each other, the past and present of their own party were implied to 
be coherent and continuous. In a related post, their party leader explicitly stated 
that this contradiction is reason to question the sincerity of the proposal:

Frankly, I don’t know what to make of the credibility of that shift in 
direction. The last time we debated, [Mette Frederiksen] claimed it would 
lead to thousands of public sector layoffs. Thankfully, that’s not the case – 
neither with her plan nor with mine. We’ll meet again tonight for the prime 
ministerial debate. And I’m actually looking forward to praising her for the 
shift in policy. (Søren Pape Poulsen, 2022)

Although the policy was repeatedly praised, rhetorically, this appraisal mainly 
seems to have served an ironic purpose to criticise the opponents. 

Thus, while both Swedish and Danish ambivalence hinge on temporal 
comparisons, their time horizons once again diverge. While Swedish parties 
draw on iconic episodes from the 20th century to argue that opponents have 
strayed from foundational values, Danish parties emphasise policy U-turns within 
the same parliamentary term to undermine credibility. Taken together, these 
ambivalent uses of the past blur the analytical line between positive and negative 
campaigning. Praise for a rival’s past achievements and actions functions as a sort 
of Trojan horse that delivers a critique of their present behaviour and identity.

In relation to the previous discussion on negative uses of the past, this 
strategy seems to fill a rhetorical gap: As frequent negativism might risk fatigue 
or backlash from voters that object to mudslinging and attack-oriented rhetoric, 
ambivalence offers another way to recycle temporal narratives, while still drawing 
a sharp contrast between oneself and the opponent, and giving the sender an 
appearance of being nuanced and generous for handing out both praise and 
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criticism. Similarly, ambivalent uses of the past seem to complement the parties’ 
positive campaign messages. By claiming to embody the abandoned virtues and 
legacies of their rivals, parties simultaneously elevate their own moral lineage 
and delegitimise opponents. This duality further underlines our broader argument 
that temporal depth – not just tone and issue attention – structures the strategic 
communication during elections. 

Conclusion: Comparative patterns and potential 
explanations
As our analysis has shown, Swedish parties operated with a wider rhetorical time 
frame than Danish parties, which primarily focused on recent years. Considering 
the findings in a broader perspective, three contextual factors stand out. First, issue 
context: In Sweden, democratic legitimacy and right‑wing radicalism dominated 
the agenda; invoking extremist history reinforced those stakes, while in Denmark, 
pandemic‑related scandals made short‑term references more effective. Second, 
platform style: Swedish parties posted more video content, which lent itself to 
longer narrative arcs, whereas Danish parties relied on shorter text‑and‑image 
posts suited to concise scandal frames. Third, party‑system dynamics: Sweden’s 
bloc realignment made SD’s potential role in government pivotal, increasing 
incentives to frame the party’s ideological heritage as disqualifying, while 
Denmark’s multi‑candidate race for prime minister rewarded attacking the 
incumbent’s recent record.

More broadly, our findings resonate with Nordic scholarship showing that 
Swedish political actors have tended to narrate welfare‑state development as 
a long, consensual trajectory, whereas Danish historical cultures place greater 
weight on episodes of crisis, defeat, and occupation (Andersson, 2009; Håkansson, 
2023). At the same time, the analysis nuances the assumption that primarily 
radical‑right parties draw heavily on historical narratives.

Our analysis highlights the negotiability of the past and shows how references 
to history and memory in Facebook campaigning are highly time‑bound and 
circumstantial. Digital platforms are key arenas where the past is contested and 
reimagined, underscoring the value of further interdisciplinary work between 
campaign research and memory studies. Future research could relate temporal 
campaign strategies more systematically to ideological family and left–right 
positioning, and explore whether within‑country ideological clustering helps 
explain the patterns identified here. Future research should also examine visual 
uses of the past in social‑media campaigning.
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