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The distribution of economic resources has long been a central tenet of politics. In recent
decades, Western democracies have experienced rising economic inequality and a structural
transformation of the labor market. This dissertation studies how these broad societal changes
have affected political mobilization and abstention in Sweden. The empirical analyses use
unique Swedish register data and focus on two political aspects that are central to the democratic
process: voting and political selection.

Essay I analyzes the relationship between turnout and relative income, defined as the ratio
of personal income and average peer income. The study shows that the relationship between
relative income and turnout is complicated: both higher individual income and higher peer
income boosts turnout. Becoming relatively poorer may therefore increase or decrease turnout
depending on why the change in relative economic standing occurs. Additional analyses
suggest that the positive peer effect is due to social spillover rather than a mobilization against
income inequality. Essay II (co-authored with Anton Brännlund) discusses the association
between a growing wealth gap and left-wing voting. The empirical analyses show that electoral
precincts that fall behind in the regional wealth development vote more for Left parties, which
indicates a political mobilization against wealth inequality. Essay III studies the association
between income inequality and the income levels of elected politicians. The analysis shows
that higher income inequality is linked to relatively richer politicians, meaning that political
representation worsens in places with higher income inequality. This is driven by Right parties,
while Left parties show signs of low-income mobilization. Essay IV (co-authored with Olle
Folke and Johanna Rickne) focuses on the emergence of new political party families in
Western democratic systems. These Green and Radical Right parties arguably mobilize on an
authoritarian-libertarian ideological axis of political conflict, in contrast to the traditional left-
right axis. The study links these new political forces to structural changes on the labor market
concerning education, female labor supply and occupational task structure. The analyses show
that new and traditional parties all differ systematically in terms of their politicians’ labor market
experiences, in ways that are expected to socialize different ideological preferences.

The thesis contributes to the literature on the political consequences of economic inequality
and the literature on political selection. Through detailed analyses of how various aspects of
relative economic factors and labor market experiences influence political behavior, it provides
novel insights into the socioeconomic dynamics of modern-day politics.
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Introduction 

What is the relationship between economic inequality and democracy? The 
societal distribution of resources – economic, not least – has long been of cen-
tral interest for scholars of democracy (Robinson 1995). A democracy in 
which both economic and political power is evenly distributed is more likely 
to mobilize against growing economic inequality compared to a more unequal 
democracy. At the same time, growing economic inequality within a country 
may skew political influence and undermine a country’s potential of pursuing 
a redistribution of economic and political power (Przeworski 2012). These is-
sues are of great importance for the functioning of democracy and constitute 
the focal point of this dissertation. The main question guiding the thesis is how 
the increase in economic inequality seen across numerous countries in recent 
decades has affected two aspects that are central to democracy: voter behavior 
and the selection of politicians. 

All studies in the thesis focus on the Swedish case and – as I will discuss 
below – the development of Swedish economic inequality is closely knitted to 
several structural transformations of the labor market, as well as society and 
politics. Swedish income equality reached its peak in the early 1980s. Few 
countries, if any, have had a more equal distribution of income among its cit-
izens; the only real contenders consist of other Nordic countries during the 
same period of time. A common denominator for these countries is that they 
have a social democratic type of welfare state. Indeed, much of the Swedish 
equality story can be attributed to the paradigmatic labor movement in Swe-
den; and the beginning of the 1980s was the apex of a decades-long welfare 
state expansion in Sweden.  

Figure 1 below shows the development of Swedish income inequality from 
1970 to 2018, compared to the other Nordic and OECD countries. There are 
several aspects of this development that are worth considering. The first is that 
the Swedish income distribution was conspicuously equal in the 1980s. One 
could argue that it represents a rather unique time in Swedish history. Another 
implication of the figure is that Sweden remains a relatively equal country in 
terms of income when compared to other countries. Moreover, Sweden’s cur-
rent level of income inequality is not higher than it was 1970. Another aspect, 
which is often highlighted in the Swedish debate, is that income inequality has 
risen fast in the decades that followed the 1980s. The rate by which Swedish 
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income inequality has grown is in fact the largest of all OECD countries (Pare-
liussen et al 2018).  

 

 
Notes: Data from the Standardized World Income Inequality Database (Solt 2019).1 Gini coef-
ficient is calculated based on disposable income. Nordic countries: Denmark, Finland, Iceland 
and Norway. OECD includes member states that joined the organization before 1994. 

Figure 1: Income inequality in Sweden, Nordic countries and OECD (1970-2018) 

For the purpose of this thesis, all of these perspectives are interesting. Equality 
in general – and economic equality in particular – have long been central ten-
ets of Swedish politics. The thesis discusses the development of economic in-
equality in broader terms, including the distributions of both wealth and in-
come. It should however be noted that the wealth distribution in Sweden was 
never as equal as that of income, although their trajectories in recent years 
have been similar (Roine & Waldenström 2008; Roine & Waldenström 2009; 
Lundberg & Waldenström 2018). In any case, Sweden often embodies an 
egalitarian ideal together with its Scandinavian neighbors (e.g. Bendixsen et 
al. 2017), and central parts of Swedish politics in the 20th century was closely 
connected to equalizing the economy (Berman 2006). The 1980s represent the 
prime moment of egalitarianism, whereas the ensuing period has meant a 

                               
1 To my knowledge, this dataset provides the most comprehensive overall view of how income 
inequality has developed in the selected countries over time. To this end, the dataset does how-
ever rely on various sources whilst also making imputations for certain years. Although the 
trends displayed are precise and consistent with other sources, the procedure does entail some 
insecurity with respect to individual estimates (see Jenkins 2015). 
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rupture of the development towards more equality. It is therefore somewhat 
surprising to note that the political consequences of growing economic ine-
quality in Sweden have attracted little attention from scholars.  

The central aim of this thesis is to examine the political consequences of 
growing economic inequality. I do so both theoretically and empirically, alt-
hough the main contribution lies in the latter. The empirical analyses rely on 
unique administrative individual-level data on electoral turnout as well as the 
universe of Swedish politicians from 1982 to 2014. Three separate studies in 
this dissertation add evidence and nuance to the relationship between growing 
economic inequality and voter behavior as well as the selection of politicians. 
The fourth study adopts a different theoretical approach to better understand 
how the concurrent structural transformations of society and labor markets in 
the late 20th century have shaped politics. This is discussed more closely in the 
next section, and it offers a contrast to the dissertation’s main focus on eco-
nomic inequality. 

The remainder of this introduction chapter is dedicated to a discussion 
about the role of economic and political inequalities within a democracy, and 
the connection between the two types of inequality. In order to better under-
stand this relationship in Sweden and elsewhere, I begin with a brief overview 
of the political and economic history of the 20th century.2 I proceed by defining 
the dissertation’s key concepts, before reviewing both the theoretical and em-
pirical literature about economic inequality and democracy. Next, I provide 
more detail concerning the theoretical and empirical frameworks that my own 
studies are based on. After discussing the generalizability and limitations of 
studying the Swedish case, I briefly summarize the four studies that make up 
the rest of this thesis. I end this chapter by discussing the broader societal 
implications of my findings. 

Economic inequality and politics in modern Sweden 
The story of how Sweden became such an equal country begins before the 
adoption of democracy. The economic historian Erik Bengtsson presents a 
compelling argument about why Sweden became so equal. It centers on the 
political mobilization of the working class, primarily, in the face of vast polit-
ical inequality. In direct polemic with the idea of equality as being an almost 
mythical constant in Swedish history (see Berggren & Trädgårdh 2009), 
Bengtsson shows that Sweden was in fact highly unequal before the introduc-
tion of democracy. This is true in terms of economic factors, where Sweden 
like many other countries at the time had a high concentration of economic 
resources. Interestingly, Sweden was particularly unequal in the allocation of 

                               
2 Hundreds if not thousands of books have been written on these topics, and given the space 
constraints, this picture must be painted with broad strokes; the trends described cursorily. 
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political resources compared to other countries. Sweden in the late 19th century 
was in fact marked by a uniquely unequal political system, where very few 
citizens could vote and the elite’s power was uncontested. The right to vote 
was reserved for people with high income, and moreover, votes in municipal 
elections were weighted according to the size of one’s wealth. According to 
Bengtsson, this condition of political inequality enabled the formation of 
broad coalitions that worked together for democratization. In contrast, the 
Swedish elite found little necessity for popular mobilization due to the mas-
sive political inequality that safeguarded their interests.3 After the introduction 
of democracy, this neglect put the elite in a position with limited political 
power; the sheer numbers of their opponents markedly shifted the balance 
once suffrage was extended. 

The advent of democracy did entail an equalization of economic resources 
in many countries at the beginning of the 20th century. Although the world 
wars did contribute to the equalization of economies by expanding state taxa-
tion and destroying capital, ideas of social protection also began to flourish. 
The dire economic situation in the early days of mass democracy had severe 
social consequences. This was often attributed to a laissez-faire market econ-
omy, which, in addition, was held responsible for the modern era’s atomiza-
tion of society and deterioration of community (Berman 2006). In light of the 
Great depression, political mobilization for improved social security and 
larger redistribution occurred in some places (see for instance Lepore 2018 on 
the Great Deal). In other places, democracy failed and fascism took over 
(Galofré-Vilà et al. 2021).4  

In Sweden, the Social Democrats, who lacked a parliamentary majority, 
sought cooperation with non-socialist parties and formed a coalition with the 
Farmer’s Union. This ability to seek cross-class cooperation for reformist pol-
itics has been highlighted as a key to social democratic success. (Berman 
2006). In practical terms, it meant that the economic crisis was met by coun-
tercyclical economic policies that aimed to create jobs and to protect those 
affected by the crisis. Economic growth and redistribution were focal points, 
but the Social Democrats also dismantled fascist currents by making populist 
appeals not only to the working class but to the nation as a whole. As econo-
mies improved both locally and globally in the mid-30s, the ground was laid 
for a Social Democratic paradigm (Ibid). 

While much of the West emerged from WWII in ruins, physical as well as 
financial, Sweden had been left relatively unscathed. The three decades that 
followed saw growing economic prosperity that enabled large social 

                               
3 Bengtsson contrasts this with the British elites, whose strategy included elements of popular 
mobilization. This gave them relatively more political power after democracy had been intro-
duced. 
4 The rise of fascism can arguably have been caused by a lack of social investment in times of 
economic crisis, but others argue that it was a reaction to modernity in general, and working-
class mobilization in particular (for a discussion, see Acemoglu et al. 2022). 
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investments in Sweden as well as other Western democracies. Political partic-
ipation grew and demands for improved social equality marked the political 
debates in many countries. This was the glorious era for the welfare state, and 
its success in Sweden is evident, where the Social Democrats maintained ex-
ecutive power for three decades.  

The social democratic welfare state was characterized by universality, in-
cluding a strong social safety net and broad social investments with major im-
pacts on the labor market. For instance, Sweden’s expansion of daycare ser-
vices enabled a large female labor supply. These welfare reforms were fi-
nanced through relatively high taxes, which also contributed to an overall 
equalization of incomes (Esping-Andersen 1990; Korpi & Palme 1998). The 
state intervened in many economic spheres with the ambition of maintaining 
economic growth, keeping inflation at bay while limiting unemployment, and 
equalizing the income distribution. Wages were collectively bargained be-
tween employer organizations and trade unions, and a solidarity-wage policy 
promoted equality across Swedish firms. Furthermore, the labor movement’s 
position was strengthened via extensive labor market programs, which con-
tributed to low rates of unemployment (Berman 2006; Lewin & Lindvall 
2015). These are some of the broad factors that contributed to what became 
perhaps the most equal income distribution ever seen within a country.  

There are many important aspects of the quite drastic way in which Western 
democracies, including Sweden, transformed from the late 1970s and on-
wards. To name a few, globalization and occupational offshoring, technolog-
ical advancement, not least with respect to information, increased individual-
ization and educational expansion meant broad societal and economic shifts. 
The world became more intertwined, allowing for labor, services and – im-
portantly – capital to flow more freely across borders (Judt 2006; Milanovic 
2013).  

The economic crises of the 1970s with concurrent high unemployment and 
inflation placed doubt in the state’s capacity to provide long-term economic 
prosperity. New ideas of the state’s role vis-à-vis the market flourished and 
after three decades of welfare state expansion, the political tides had turned. 
On a political level, economic liberalization, reduction of the public sector and 
lowered taxes came in vogue across Western democracies. Much hope was 
placed on the increasingly internationalized market for maintained economic 
growth and a subsequent trickle-down allocation of resources (e.g. Judt 2006). 
This was true also in Sweden, where a particularly large state, extensive sub-
sidies to national industries, state monopolies, high tax rates and overall low 
economic freedom were argued to impede economic recovery following the 
economic downturn. The Social Democrats’ three decades long dominion 
over Swedish politics was broken in 1976, when a center-right government 
assumed office. While the Social Democrats did regain power in 1982, right-
wing mobilization had been ignited (Sherman 2006).  
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Contrary to popular belief, income inequality on the global scale decreased 
in these years. While the globally richest became richer, so did the middle and 
lower segments of the global income distribution. As millions were lifted out 
of poverty, the global income gap closed somewhat. Within Western nations, 
however, income inequality increased (Milanovic 2016). Sweden was no ex-
ception in this respect, although overall living standards improved across the 
board during these decades (Pareliussen et al 2018). 

The structural transformation of Western societies coincided with an over-
all popular disengagement from politics and a decline in the electoral support 
of Social democratic parties (Mair 2013; Pontusson 1995). Beginning in the 
1980s, various types of political participation declined, in what Peter Mair 
(2013) dubbed a ‘hollowing of democracy’. Briefly put, the author argued that 
the increased levels of technocratic decision-making on behalf of majoritarian 
institutions as well as a general individualization in society entailed a mutual 
withdrawment from mass political life. While political elites retreated to non-
majoritarian institutions; citizens became less politically involved. The previ-
ously strong connection between social class and voting – a central cleavage 
of modern-day politics – also began to dissolve in the latter half of the 20th 
century (Clark & Lipset 1991). As new tasks and work logics emerged on 
labor markets in post-industrial societies, so did new political ideologies. With 
them came new political parties that placed less emphasis on economic issues 
and posed new challenges to social democracy (e.g. Inglehart 1997; Kitschelt 
1994). Several scholars argue that a general right-wing turn on economic pol-
icy led to decreased popular support for Social democratic parties (e.g. Po-
lacko 2022; Berman & Snegovaya 2019) To a certain degree, these trends ap-
ply to Sweden as well; political participation and class voting decreased in the 
latter decades of the 20th century, albeit to a comparatively high level (Jansen 
et al. 2013; Statistics Sweden 2012).5 

The underlying causes for the surge in economic inequality are many, and 
while some connect to the wider societal trends described above; others are 
context-dependent. Among the broader categories of explanations, we find an 
increase in capital’s share of the economy, a decreasing bargaining power of 
labor unions and various political decisions (Milanovic 2016; Piketty 2013). 
In Sweden, the main target of economic policy shifted radically from full em-
ployment to macroeconomic stability in response to a massive home-brewed 
financial crisis in the early 1990s. In the after-math of the crisis, a persistently 
higher level of unemployment is noteworthy (Lewin & Lindvall 2015). After 
a brief stagnation in the early 2000s, Swedish income inequality has continued 
to increase in recent years (see Figure 1). To some degree, this can be ex-
plained by the policies of the center-right coalition that dominated Swedish 
politics from 2006 to 2014. One of their main political promises was to make 

                               
5 It should be mentioned that, while turnout in Sweden started decreasing after its peak in 1976, 
is has fluctuated some in recent elections. 
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work pay, which, in practical terms meant a lowering of various taxes on the 
one side, and a decrease in unemployment benefits as well as a rollback of 
diverse social programs, on the other. It should be mentioned that these poli-
cies have been connected to the success of the Swedish radical right party, 
which has attracted large support among working class voters and labor mar-
ket outsiders (e.g. Dal Bó et al. 2022).  

The historical overview above shows that the development of income ine-
quality in Sweden and elsewhere is connected to several broader transfor-
mations of both society and politics. While these transformations likely impact 
political participation, the level of economic inequality in itself can also shape 
political behavior. Before discussing the relationship between economic ine-
quality and democracy closer, I think it is important to define some of the key 
concepts of this thesis. 

Key concepts  
Equality is a central term in this thesis. It describes the even distribution of a 
particular resource between (groups of) subjects. It is a relative term, which 
means that it disregards the absolute level of a certain resource and instead 
only looks at its allocation across subjects. Any concrete discussions about 
inequality should consider two questions (Rae 1981); inequality between 
whom; and of what?  

Answering the first question is rather straightforward: my thesis looks at 
the adult Swedish population in various contexts. The second question, how-
ever, needs a more thorough discussion. Two key concepts considered in this 
thesis are economic inequality and political inequality and I discuss these 
more closely below. In addition to these types of equality, I also study political 
preferences, a term that is perhaps more straightforward. For the purposes of 
this thesis, I define political preferences as an expression in favor of a political 
party or policy change (such as increased redistribution); through voting or 
other types of political engagement.  

On economic inequality 
Economic inequality refers to how a given economic resource is distributed 
among members of a society. There are different ways of measuring economic 
inequality. Some indices focus on how large of the total share of a resource 
that is owned by a certain segment of the population, such as the top 1% meas-
urement. Others focus on the ratio of resource levels between different seg-
ments of the population. For instance, P90/P10 measures the ratio between the 
90th percentile and the 10th percentile of an economic distribution. This is a 
way of estimating roughly how much richer a person at the top of an economic 
distribution is than a person at the bottom. Correspondingly, the P90/P50 
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measures how much richer a person at the top is compared to a person in the 
middle of a distribution and the P50/P10 compares the middle to the bottom 
of a distribution. Among the more frequently used measurements of economic 
inequality is the Gini coefficient, which takes the totality of a distribution into 
account. Choosing an inequality measure thus determines the parts of the eco-
nomic distribution that are actually studied. As we shall see, this is of large 
importance, for theoretical as well as empirical purposes.  

The economic resources that I focus on in this thesis are wealth and income. 
Conceptually, a distinction often made between the two is that income is the 
a of resources, whereas wealth is the stock of resources. The two also differ in 
how their distribution has developed in democracies over the past few dec-
ades; wealth was never as equalized as income in the post-war period. It can 
also be noted that inheritances determine much of the distribution of wealth 
(Ohlsson et al. 2020). However, wealth data is not as easily accessible as in-
come data and time series over wealth inequality are therefore shorter and less 
certain (Zucman 2019).6 As a result, studies on the effect of wealth inequality 
are rare. 

On political equality  
It is hard to imagine a well-functioning electoral democracy without broad 
political engagement from all eligible societal strata. Why and how people 
participate in the political process is therefore a widely studied phenomenon 
among social scientists (e.g. Tingsten 1937; Campbell et al. 1960; Brady et al. 
1995). Political participation can broadly be defined as any activity that affects 
politics. It can thus undertake various forms, ranging from voting to discussing 
politics, organizing or participating in protests and political campaigns, con-
tacting officials, joining a political party and becoming a political candidate 
(e.g. van Deth 2016). All of the mentioned actions are closely related to polit-
ical equality, but also fail to fully capture the idea. Widespread and equal po-
litical participation is likely conducive to better political representation, but it 
does not guarantee it. A crucial aspect of what constitutes political equality is 
also, whether the political system considers these expressed views equally (i.e. 
Dahl 1998).  

One of the main focuses of this thesis is political representation. An influ-
ential way of understanding political representation consists of a categoriza-
tion in four types: formal, descriptive, substantive and symbolic representation 
(Pitkin 1967). Formal representation simply means that someone is chosen to 
represent another person. An inequality in this type of representation can stem 
from an uneven electoral abstention across social groups, or a disproportional 
allocation of mandates. 

                               
6 This is partly due to fiscal evasion, which has made it harder to study the effects of wealth 
inequality on political outcomes.  
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Descriptive representation relates to political selection and the question of 
who becomes a politician. If we agree that a broad social representation is 
something to strive for in democracies – and that representatives in our polit-
ical assemblies should to some extent mirror the demographic composition of 
the population – then we make an argument for descriptive representation. 
Gender, ethnicity and social class are traits that scholars often look at to see 
how descriptively representative politicians are. An inequality in descriptive 
representation thus implies that a social subdivision is disproportionally rep-
resented in political assemblies. This means that there is a bias in the types of 
experiences and resources that the elected officials carry with them when they 
enter office. Several scholars argue that descriptive representation therefore 
has implications for what policies these politicians subsequently pursue (e.g. 
Carnes 2012), which connects to the next type of representation. 

Substantive representation concerns how well politicians represent the 
preferences and interests of the citizens that they represent. This can be con-
nected to political responsiveness, which is a common way of measuring how 
well citizens’ views are reflected in political decisions. Inequality of political 
responsiveness implies that one group is better represented than another is, i.e. 
that policy aligns more often with their preferences than with the preferences 
of another group. The last type of representation, symbolic, refers to an indi-
vidual’s feeling of being represented. This is perhaps slightly more abstract 
than the other types of representation but – at the same time – tightly con-
nected to all three. 

Equipped with these definitions, we can proceed to the next section, which 
discusses previous research on the relationship between economic inequality 
and political inequality as well as political preferences. 

On the relationship between economic inequality and 
democracy 
The question of how economic inequality affects the functioning of democ-
racy has occupied scholars dating back to ancient Greece. When discussing 
pre-modern Athenian democracy, Aristotle observed that the composition of 
socioeconomic classes seemed to matter for the stability of the political sys-
tem. A large middle class, he argued, is less driven by self-interest and there-
fore shields the democratic system from the conflicting interests of the poor 
and rich classes. In his view, when a strong middle class is absent from poli-
tics, the poor try to expropriate the rich. The rich, in turn, attempt to protect 
their riches by subverting democracy (Robinson 1995).  

In modern times, there are at least two ways of thinking about whether 
democrats should worry about growing economic inequality. The first con-
cerns economic inequality in itself; if economic equality is an ideological aim, 
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then there is obviously reason for concern. Nonetheless, the exact distribution 
of resources in a society remains an issue of political contestation. There is 
definitely much to be said about the normative implications of the economic 
distribution (e.g. Nozick 1974; Rawls 1971). I make no such argument but 
focus instead on the second line of thought, namely, the consequences for so-
ciety. A large literature discusses the effects of economic inequality on out-
comes ranging from health issues, crime rates to economic growth (e.g. Wil-
kinson & Pickett 2010). Much suggests that economic inequality has effects 
that most people would consider undesirable in society, but it is not clear 
whether these effects are always of a direct and causal nature (Deaton 2003). 
The topics covered in this thesis connect to this literature, but I focus on how 
economic inequality is related to political behavior within democracies. 

The relationship between economic inequality and democracy is complex 
and reciprocal. On the one hand, democratic decisions can affect the distribu-
tion of economic resources in a society. This was one of the reasons for why 
old regimes and elites feared democracy: it was believed to equalize not only 
political power but also economic resources (see for instance Acemoglu & 
Robinson 2006). How democracy affects economic redistribution has there-
fore been a central issue in both political and academic debates.7 On the other 
hand, the functioning of democracy is hard to consider without taking the dis-
tribution of economic resources within a society into account. If political 
equality is understood as the equal consideration of all interests (Dahl 1998), 
few would disagree that most democracies are marked by a certain degree of 
inequality. Even though there is equality in the voting booth, not everyone 
votes. There is much evidence of an upper-income bias both in terms of turn-
out and who becomes a politician (e.g. Dal Bó et al. 2017). In addition to this, 
there are other ways to influence politics in between elections and such inputs 
in the political process are also structured along socioeconomic lines (Brady 
et al. 1995).  

Several democratic theorists have also raised the issue of an incompatibility 
between economic inequality and political equality (e.g Dahl 1989). The idea 
that economic resources seem to translate into political resources, and that 
people with higher incomes exert more political influence than those with low 
incomes is empirically well founded. Another aspect worth mentioning is that 
of recognition. As Anne Phillips (1999, p.3) argues, democracy does not only 
imply equality in access to political power, but it also “brings with it a strong 
conviction about the citizens being of intrinsically equal worth.” Excessive 
levels of economic inequality may therefore undermine the sense of being rec-
ognized as a democratic equal by lowering the social status of certain citizens. 
Connected to this, Phillips argues that a lack of social contact hinders the ca-
pacity of viewing fellow citizens as equals. She thereby suggests that 

                               
7 A related topic, which is beyond the scope of this thesis, is whether economic inequality af-
fects the potential for democratization or not (i.e. Dorsch & Maarek 2019). 
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economic inequality may also undermine the sense of equal worth via segre-
gation. It can be noted here that there is some evidence of a link between eco-
nomic inequality and a lower subjective status for some, which in turn con-
nects to radical right support (Gidron & Hall 2020). This suggests that the 
consequence of economic inequality that Phillips describes may in fact propel 
political movements that are at odds with the current democratic system. 

Turning now to the more empirically oriented works, we can find various 
ways of thinking about the relationship between economic inequality and de-
mocracy as well as redistribution.8 One strand of literature suggests that eco-
nomic inequality enables an elite-capture of the democratic process. This may 
undermine efforts aimed at increasing redistribution when economic inequal-
ity grows and suggests a potentially self-reinforcing dynamic between eco-
nomic and political inequalities. An underlying contention here is that political 
power and economic resources are closely linked. The political process is 
therefore marked by political inequality and growing economic inequality 
may further concentrate political power to already influential groups. 

While the idea of an elite-capture of democracy is far from new, it has re-
gained traction in recent years. This is partly due to the empirical observation 
that enacted policy corresponds to the preferences of the rich more often than 
to the preferences of other citizens (Gilens 2005; Bartels 2016). Because rich 
citizens are generally less prone to support redistribution, this could mean that 
growing economic inequality faces less political resistance than if policy re-
sponsiveness were equal. 

Comparative research has shown that biased policy responsiveness in favor 
of the rich exists in various countries, ranging from the relatively unequal US 
to relatively equal countries such as Sweden and the Netherlands (e.g. Gilens 
2012, Mathisen et al. 2021, but see Elkjaer & Iversen 2020). Studies also show 
that this bias is especially relevant for socioeconomic issues and less so when 
it comes to cultural policy issues (e.g. Rosset & Stecker 2019). Exhibiting a 
similar type of socioeconomic bias, citizens’ sense of political representation 
seems to have worsened over time across Western democracies (Rennwald & 
Pontusson 2022). The ubiquity of the results has led some to argue that the 
unequal policy responsiveness is a generic feature of the democratic system 
(Elkjaer & Klitgaard 2021). Others, however, find that the degree of inequality 
in responsiveness is related to numerous factors, among them the level of eco-
nomic inequality within a country (Rosset et al. 2013, Ellis 2013, Rigby & 
Wright 2013; Lupu & Warner 2022).  

Why does this inequality in political representation occur? And, im-
portantly, does it increase with growing economic inequality? One can ap-
proach the matter by portraying policy-making as a four-step process. First, 

                               
8 I use the term redistribution broadly to denote any efforts that equalize the economic distribu-
tion by means of taxation and social spending. I believe this is sufficient for my purposes, but 
the concept is of course more nuanced than this (see for instance Kenworthy & McCall 2008). 



 

 24 

preferences for redistribution form when economic inequality grows; second, 
voters participate in politics and thereby voice these preferences; third, politi-
cal parties aggregate these preferences in their platforms; and fourth, redistri-
bution in line with the platforms occur as policy-making and implementation 
ensues (Jensen & van Kersbergen 2017). The first two steps concern how cit-
izens react to growing economic inequality and the last two regard how the 
political system reacts to such voter input. It is possible that economic ine-
quality matters for all of these steps and that each step can help us understand 
why redistribution does not occur. This thesis does not engage directly with 
the two latter steps, but relates directly to the two first steps. 

As for voter input, there are some signs of a depressing effect of growing 
income inequality.9 This seems to be true especially for citizens with lower 
incomes (e.g. Solt 2008). Indeed, lower rates of electoral participation among 
socioeconomically disadvantaged voters partly accounts for the biased policy 
responsiveness in some countries (Peters & Ensink 2015). If politicians are 
responsive to their voters, then lower participation rates among the poor will 
skew the responsiveness in favor of the rich. Nevertheless, equal participation 
in itself may not be enough to assert equal political influence. Electoral par-
ticipation is a mode of influencing politics in a way that is politically equal in 
its construction. However, there are other inputs in the political process that 
may influence political outcomes. Another potential reason for why political 
representation is skewed connects to descriptive representation and the fact 
that politicians around the world are disproportionally rich (Gulzar 2021). 
Such an inequality can also bias the policy that is enacted, if politicians are 
less concerned with the everyday struggles that are more common at the bot-
tom of the economic distribution (Butler 2014; Carnes 2012). In addition, it 
can also be noted that there are other channels through which policy can be 
influenced in between elections, and these often lack a strong element of 
equality. Through means related to income level, such as political lobbying 
and campaign donations, various groups can enjoy diverging degrees of polit-
ical clout (e.g. Hacker and Pierson 2010; Giger et al. 2012).  

A missing link in the discussion above is the relationship between eco-
nomic inequality and political preferences. Standard political economy mod-
els posit that there is a self-correcting mechanism inherent in the democratic 
system, which operates through the formation of preferences. Simple but in-
fluential rational choice models argue that growing economic inequality leads 
to an increase in citizens’ demand for taxation and redistribution (Meltzer & 
Richards 1981). This is most often argued to stem from pure self-interest: 
more citizens will gain from redistribution when economic inequality grows. 
But it is also feasible that views of fairness links economic inequality to an 
increased demand for redistribution (Fong 2001). Political parties who 

                               
9 Results are not entirely clear, but predominantly suggest a negative effect. See Polacko (2020) 
for a review. 
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compete for electoral support will try to accommodate these preferences and 
increase redistribution. In this model, the consequence of increased economic 
inequality should therefore be larger redistribution, thus keeping economic in-
equality in check. While this is a simplistic model, it provides an analytical 
framework that enables us to look at what parts of the links between economic 
inequality and enacted redistributive policy that may be failing. The model 
has received substantial critique over the years and fairly weak empirical sup-
port.10 Still, there are some indications suggesting that increasing economic 
inequality is indeed met with growing demand for redistribution (Schmidt-
Catran 2016).  

The relationship between economic inequality and democracy is thus mul-
tifaceted and the results are not unequivocal. The next section takes a closer 
look at the theoretical foundations of the literature that is of relevance for my 
studies. 

Theoretical framework 
The previous section suggested that there are several conceivable explanations 
for the inequality in political representation demonstrated in the literature. 
These can in turn explain why democracies have not responded to growing 
economic inequality by increasing taxation and redistribution. The four stud-
ies in this dissertation concern voter behavior and the selection of politicians, 
and I consider the theories to be of similar relevance for both. Two of the 
theories described below connect these types of political activity to economic 
inequality, while the third concerns the relationship between political prefer-
ences and social class.  

At a broader level, the theories discussed in this thesis make different as-
sumptions about how political preferences are formed. On the one hand, we 
have perspectives that are inspired by rational choice and a median voter type 
of logic. Here, voters are argued to make rational choices in a given economic 
situation, so as to maximize their own economic situation. On the other hand, 
political ideology and participation is considered to be shaped by the behavior 
that arises in various contexts, not least the social. In this sense, preferences 
for certain political outcomes may depend on other factors than one’s own 
financial situation. I do not take a stance in favor of either of the two 
                               
10 The critique against the MR-model concerns many aspects. Much of the critique is based on 
the so-called Robin Hood paradox (Lindert 2004), namely, that greater economic inequality is 
not empirically associated with larger redistributive efforts (e.g. Pontusson & Weistanner 2018, 
but see Kennworthy & Pontusson 2005). There are many potential reasons for why democracy 
has not slowed the rise of economic inequality. Popular explanations range from ideological 
paradigms among political parties, to an upper-income bias in political influence, to institutional 
and structural constraints (e.g. Bonica et al 2013). It is also possible that voters simply do not 
care about rising economic inequality, and that they vote for parties that focus on other issues 
(Iversen & Goplerud 2018).  
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perspectives. In my view, they can to some degree complement each other in 
providing different analytical tools for understanding political behavior.  

Linking economic inequality to political behavior 
The distribution of resources in a society can affect political behavior in sev-
eral ways. Although this thesis is mostly concerned with the relationship be-
tween relative levels of economic factors, the absolute level must also be con-
sidered. Chief among theories that stress the absolute level of resources is re-
source theory. Put briefly, it argues that resources such as time, money and 
education are individual-level predictors of political participation (Brady et al. 
1995). In various ways, these factors can help lower the hurdles associated 
with different types of political participation. This aligns well with the known 
fact that the poor participate less in politics than the rich do (e.g. Schafer et al. 
2022). Individual income is thus important for understanding why inequality 
in political participation occurs.  

The distribution of economic resources is closely linked to individual in-
come levels and may therefore influence political equality through this chan-
nel. There are however good reasons to keep these apart (Deaton 2003). As 
the review below will show, income inequality may affect political participa-
tion in ways that are independent of the absolute level of income. Two theo-
retical models are central in this literature: relative power theory and conflict 
theory. 

Relative power theory 
A central theoretical underpinning of the literature on the relationship between 
economic inequality and political participation is the relative power theory 
(Goodin & Dryzek 1980; Schattschneider 1960; Solt 2008). The theory posits 
that citizens, especially the less affluent, will refrain from participating in pol-
itics when economic inequality grows. As I have already covered, income in 
itself is known to predict political participation, but why would the poor par-
ticipate less when economic inequality grows? Political efficacy is likely one 
reason. As Pateman (1971, p. 298) writes, there "is a simple and straightfor-
ward explanation for the low rates of political participation of ordinary citi-
zens. Given their experiences of, and perception of the operation of the polit-
ical structure, apathy is a realistic response, it does not seem worthwhile to 
participate." This contention recalls Schattschneider's discussion of the chan-
nels through which policy-making processes and the political agenda can be 
influenced between elections. Democracy presupposes political equality in the 
voting booth, yet, as Schattschneider (1960, p.35) puts it, the "flaw in the plu-
ralist heaven is that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class ac-
cent." In his view, voting abstention can be explained by the lack of political 
alternatives attuned to the demands of non-voters. When richer segments of 
the population increase their resources, they exert greater and greater 
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influence on political alternatives, issues, and structures. As a result of this 
elite-capture of politics, the political agenda evokes less interest among lower 
income groups and fosters a sense among them that policy-makers ignore 
them. Receiving less attention for one’s concerns is likely to generate discon-
tent and to increase the reluctance to participate in politics. The relative power 
hypothesis is thus that economic inequality increases political inequality by 
lowering the participation of citizens with lower incomes. 

In recent developments of this theory, the aspect of party system polariza-
tion has been incorporated to provide some nuance (Polacko et al. 2020). The 
main argument in this development is that the effect of growing economic 
inequality on political participation is conditional on the level of polarization 
on economic policy issues. If polarization is high, then the political engage-
ment of low-income voters can increase, but if polarization is low, their en-
gagement decreases. Mobilization can thus be another type of political re-
sponse to economic inequality, if the difference between Left and Right par-
ties is large enough. Why would this occur? 

Conflict theory 
Conflict theory posits that larger economic inequality should in fact increase 
political participation (Oliver 2001). Inspired by the previously mentioned 
Meltzer-Richards model of political economy, it is argued that larger eco-
nomic disparities in a society means that more is at stake in elections. More 
people have more to gain from increased redistribution, which leads to politi-
cal mobilization. This is true for both low-income voters as well as high-in-
come voters; the former to increase redistribution and the latter to protect their 
resources from said redistribution. This leads to an intensified political con-
flict, which raises turnout across the economic distribution. Considering the 
lower baseline participation of voters with lower incomes, the mobilizing ef-
fect should however be more noticeable among these segments of the popula-
tion.  

A key aspect of conflict theory concerns the relative income of individuals. 
This is because relative income is the mechanism that connects societal-level 
economic inequality to individual-level demands for redistribution. As eco-
nomic inequality grows, the positive skew of the income distribution entails a 
larger distance between the median voter’s economic position and the mean 
income. This enlarges the mass of voters for whom redistribution becomes 
beneficial, and preferences for redistribution are therefore intensified. As a 
result, assuming rational behavior, larger economic inequality leads to an in-
creased engagement among voters with lower relative incomes.  

An aspect worth considering is how the structure of economic inequality 
affects the political response. Lupu and Pontusson (2011) emphasize the struc-
ture of inequality as opposed to its level as key for understanding when and if 
larger economic inequality leads to increased redistribution. The authors argue 
that the relationship between the middle and bottom of the income distribution 
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likely matters for the political outcome. If the income distance between these 
two segments is small (large), a cross-class cooperation in favor of more re-
distribution is more (less) likely.  

Another question is what political forces are mobilized in times of growing 
economic inequality. Considering both their history and their overall more 
positive stance regarding redistribution, Left parties should be the winners of 
a potential mobilization in light of growing economic inequality (e.g. Jusko 
2017). Connecting back to the polarization argument, some evidence suggests 
that Left mobilization is conditional on the policy stance taken by Left parties 
(Polacko 2022). However, there are also studies showing that voters that fall 
behind in times of larger economic disparities turn to populist parties instead 
(Han 2017). An alternative version of this argument is that the mobilization 
along alternative political conflict lines occurs independent of economic ine-
quality. Regardless of why it occurs, if voters start caring more about other 
issues than redistribution, then a political response aimed at decreasing eco-
nomic inequality may be hindered (e.g. Iversen & Goplerud 2018). As the next 
section discusses, the restructuring of Western labor markets in recent decades 
has led to a new social stratification and this has arguably led to the formation 
of new political preferences (Oesch 2006). 

The labor market foundations of political preferences 
Much of 20th century politics, including welfare state expansion, is connected 
to class voting (e.g. Vestin 2019). This theoretical perspective argues that in-
dividuals’ social class and position on the labor market shapes political pref-
erences. Traditionally, whereas the working class was mobilized by and into 
socialist parties, more affluent voters were connected to liberal or conservative 
parties (Lipset & Rokkan 1967). As was mentioned before, however, an em-
pirical observation in recent decades has been that class voting is diminishing 
across Western democracies (e.g. Jansen et al. 2013). There are two main 
strands of explanations within this literature as to why the correlation between 
class and party choice has decreased.  

The first argument suggests a general decoupling of social class and polit-
ical parties (e.g. Evans & Tilley 2012). This dealignment literature is insight-
ful in many ways, but too broad to fully account for here and also not some-
thing that the studies in this paper engage with head on.11 The other argument 
is more relevant for the scope of this thesis. The realignment argument sug-
gests that the ties between social class and politics are in fact not diminishing, 

                               
11 See Vestin for a review (2019). 
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but rather that they are transformed along with the general restructuring of the 
labor market.12  

A concurrent trend across Western democracies in the time period studied 
is the emergence of Radical right and Green parties. The formation of these 
new parties has ideological roots, and can be connected to changing labor mar-
ket experiences. Kitschelt (1994) argues that workplace socialization affects 
political preferences, and that the transformation of Western labor markets has 
thereby led to the emergence of new ideologies. According to this theory, tra-
ditional Left and Right parties mainly differ with respect to job characteristics 
that shape preferences on the classic left-right scale, such as private or public 
and domestic or international sector, ownership and employment type. The 
new Left and Right parties13 however, differ mainly in ways that structure 
preferences along an authoritarian-libertarian axis. Aside from an effect of ed-
ucational level and gender, Kitschelt mentions the specific job tasks and or-
ganizational experiences. Whereas authoritarian preferences arise in occupa-
tions with little autonomy that are technical and involve object processing; 
libertarian preferences arise in more autonomous work settings that involve 
human interaction.  

This thesis will not be able to adjudicate whether a political mobilization 
in favor of larger redistribution has in fact been hindered by a concurrent de-
velopment of another ideological axis of political conflict. Nonetheless, while 
the three first studies look at the association between economic inequality and 
political behavior; the fourth study does examine the relationship between the 
labor market transformation and a new ideological cleavage within the Swe-
dish party system. 

Methods 
This dissertation’s empirical parts are based on quantitative analyses of Swe-
dish data. The analyses in three out of four papers make use of individual-
level register data covering the entire adult Swedish population, while the data 
used in a fourth paper is aggregated at the electoral precinct-level. These reg-
ister data provide researchers with unprecedented opportunities by coupling 
extensive administrative data with individual-level information about turnout 
and political candidacy, including what party a candidate is listed for. This 
enables uniquely detailed analyses of the relationship between numerous so-
cioeconomic factors and various forms of political outcomes. 

                               
12 These include educational expansion, the emergence of the service sector, technological ad-
vancements, increased offshoring and female labor supply, and a resulting shift in the work 
logic and task structure of many occupations. 
13 Green parties constitute the new Left and Radical Right parties the new Right. 
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All papers rely to some degree on regression analyses to study the relation-
ships of interest. I write relationships instead of effects intentionally, to high-
light that the analyses do not necessarily represent findings that are of a causal 
nature. It should however be noted that two of the papers employ more so-
phisticated methods to isolate the studied relationship. In my view, the results 
presented in the other two papers, which are of a more descriptive nature, are 
highly interesting nonetheless.  

One of the papers examines Kitschelt’s (1994) theory by linking the ad-
ministrative data to data on occupational characteristics in order to study the 
relationship between various labor market factors and party choice among po-
litical candidates. The other three papers study the association between eco-
nomic inequality, relative income and political behavior. Considering that it 
is complex to measure the effects of economic inequality, a closer discussion 
of the various empirical strategies is in place. 

Measuring the effects of economic inequality 
Inequality is a macro-level concept that, by definition, relates to more than 
one person; an individual person cannot be unequal. However, we often meas-
ure the outcome at the individual level, which prompts two methodological 
concerns. 

First, a more technical point worth keeping in mind is that there is a me-
chanic relationship between the absolute and relative levels of an economic 
resource. Considering that any income inequality or relative income measure-
ment is based on the incomes of numerous individuals, such measurements 
are communicating vessels. A change in one nearly always entails a change in 
the others and a poor individual is often relatively poor as well. Given that 
income levels are also related to several political outcomes that I study, the 
effect of individual-level variables must be separated from the effect of rela-
tive factors.  

Second, we must think about how individuals perceive economic inequality 
and their own income in relation to the income level of others. Whom do we 
compare ourselves to and what are the cues that inform us about the distribu-
tion of resources in society? It is likely that this carries some explanatory 
weight as for how citizens react to economic inequality. Recent work on eco-
nomic perceptions suggest that people are rather misinformed about national 
levels of economic inequality and other macro-level economic indices 
(Gimpelson & Treismann 2018; Boudreau & MacKenzie 2018). For example, 
Karadja et al. (2017) show that Swedes in general misperceive their position 
in the national income distribution, and that this likely has consequences for 
their political preferences. Similar findings are reported in studies conducted 
in several other countries (Cruces et al. 2013; Engelhardt & Wagener 2018; 
Fernandez-Albertos & Kuo 2018). 
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If the effects of economic inequality relate to how people perceive the eco-
nomic situation of others, then studying local contexts is perhaps more suita-
ble than the national level. Individuals probably have more than one reference 
point for economic comparisons, but I believe it is feasible that, as Clark and 
Senik (2010, p.585) put it, "people compare to the groups with whom they 
interact more frequently." Individual perceptions of the financial situation of 
one’s peers are thus likely to arise from everyday contexts. The literature on 
income comparisons has identified workplace and neighborhood levels as 
plausible reference points for income comparisons (Clark & Oswald 1996; 
Luttmer 2005). Moreover, I also find it likely that the political level constitutes 
a relevant context. If parties mobilize locally in municipalities, then local eco-
nomic factors are likely relevant for a successful mobilization. 

We can never be certain about the relevant level of aggregation or which 
reference group form the perceptions of each individual. In lack of data on 
individual perceptions, studying various local contexts enables an assessment 
of the robustness of the estimated relationships. Furthermore, the contextual 
effect of peer income or wealth can operate not only as a mechanism of  eco-
nomic inequality but also as an indicator of the politically relevant resources 
that are available in an individual’s social network (McClurg 2003). This too 
demands consideration when studying the potential effects of economic ine-
quality. 

In this thesis, I choose to operationalize the dynamics of economic inequal-
ity in several ways. Chief among these is a relative approach: theory suggests 
that it is an important individual-level mechanism that drives the effects of 
economic inequality. Growing economic inequality means that some voters 
fall behind others, which is argued to trigger a political response. I adopt the 
view that relative economic factors are important for understanding political 
behavior in two of the papers. Another way of operationalizing economic in-
equality is simply to measure the association between an aggregate inequality 
measurement and a relevant outcome. This is in fact what much of the litera-
ture on the effects of economic inequality does, and I follow this approach in 
one of the papers. Before introducing the papers more closely, however, a dis-
cussion of the Swedish case is warranted. 

The Swedish case 
All studies that follow this introductory chapter focus on the Swedish case and 
a discussion of the case is therefore in place. I believe that Sweden is a highly 
interesting country for conducting studies of how the distribution of socioec-
onomic resources relates to political behavior. As the historical overview at 
the beginning of this chapter showed, economic inequality has long been at 
the center of Swedish politics. After reaching its apex in the early 1980s, how-
ever, the distribution of economic resources has become less equal. In light of 
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this, it is somewhat surprising that we know quite little about how the shift 
towards rising economic inequality has affected Swedish democracy. The aim 
of this thesis is to address this research gap by providing some new 
knowledge. 

In my view, gaining more knowledge about the Swedish case is valuable 
in itself, but my ambition is also for the studies in this dissertation to tell us 
something more general about how socioeconomics, inequality and politics 
are interlinked within a democratic system. The Swedish case must therefore 
be put in relation to the more general trends in other countries. This can grant 
insight as to whether the implications of my findings can extend beyond their 
empirical context. A few aspects of the Swedish case should therefore be dis-
cussed more closely.  

On the one hand, Sweden’s history makes it seem like a case with promis-
ing prospects for mobilizing against growing economic inequality. Compared 
to many other countries, a strong egalitarian ideal and a powerful labor move-
ment do provide basis for such an argument. Many of the reforms that con-
tributed to higher income equality also entailed broader political engagement 
and thus made politics more equal (see for instance Lindgren et al 2017; 2019). 
The first general Swedish election with universal suffrage was held in 1921. 
The turnout rate was 54 percent, which steadily trended upwards over the dec-
ades, reaching a record high 91.8 percent in the 1976 election (Statistics Swe-
den 2012).14 Like other democracies, Sweden’s electoral participation is strat-
ified by socioeconomic factors and abstainers tend to have lower levels of ed-
ucation as well as income. This was true in the early days of democracy and 
remains the case today (Tingsten 1937; Statistics Sweden 2012). In terms of 
descriptive representation, studies show that Swedish politicians are fairly 
representative of the population as a whole. Politicians do tend to have higher 
incomes than the average Swede, but their socioeconomic background gener-
ally resembles that of the population (Dal Bó et al. 2017); but immigrant rep-
resentation is an important exception (Dancygier et al. 2021) 

On the other hand, there is also evidence indicating that politicians from 
socioeconomically advantaged backgrounds are better at representing their re-
spective segments of the electorate (Persson 2021).15 This suggests that even 
a perfect descriptive representation would perhaps not be enough to counteract 
the Swedish inequality in policy responsiveness (Mathisen et al. 2021). Swe-
den has also grown less equal over time. This is beyond doubt true in economic 
terms, but expert coders suggest that political power has also become less 
equal in recent decades (Coppedge 2022). At the end of the day, whether or 

                               
14 Turnout rates decreased steadily to an 80.1 turnout rate in 2002, but then increased to an 87.2 
in 2018. 
15 The paper studies educational background, which is of course something else than income. 
However, considering that the two variables are rather closely related, one could imagine that 
the results for income would be similar. 
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not the results of my papers can travel to other contexts is an empirical ques-
tion.  

My empirical focus comes with both promises and pitfalls. As previously 
mentioned, Swedish data enable unprecedented empirical analyses of the so-
cioeconomics of political participation. In terms of limitations, however, I do 
not look at other elements of the democratic system than the electoral aspects 
of voter behavior and political selection. Nor do I have access to data on the 
political power of various interest groups such as unions and organized busi-
ness actors. I can therefore add little evidence to discussions regarding unequal 
political influence in between elections and potential mechanisms. Still, alt-
hough elections constitute only part of modern democracies, it is a central part 
and parts of the relationship between economic inequality and democracy runs 
via the electoral system. Another limitation is that the data used in the empir-
ical parts of the thesis solely concern the time period between 1982 and 2014 
in Sweden.  
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Summary of the papers 

The remainder of this dissertation contains four separate articles that connect 
to various parts of the discussion above. The two first articles study voter be-
havior and the remaining two analyze the selection of politicians.  

Paper 1: You and Me Both: Peer Groups and the Relative-
income Gradient of Political Participation 
The first paper of my dissertation engages with the question of how relative 
income affects turnout and why. This connects to the broader discussion of 
the political effects of income inequality at the societal level. As was men-
tioned in the theoretical framework section, conflict theory posits that voters 
are mobilized by their relative standing in an economic distribution. When 
income inequality grows, more people become relatively poorer and this is 
argued to boost political participation. In addition to this perspective, I draw 
on social network theory, which provides an alternative perspective to how 
relative income affects electoral participation. Voters are nested in diverse so-
cial and political contexts, such as neighborhoods, workplaces and municipal-
ities. These contexts likely serve as reference points for income comparisons, 
but they may also affect an individual’s behavior through spillover mecha-
nisms. Considering that income in itself is a known predictor of political par-
ticipation, richer contexts will therefore make individuals more exposed to 
politics, while also making them relatively poorer compared to their peers.  

I argue that relative income should be understood as a conjunction of indi-
vidual income and peer income, and that both components may influence turn-
out. My results imply that having richer people around you will make you 
more likely to vote. The same is found for absolute income, suggesting that a 
change in an individual’s relative income relates to turnout in different ways, 
depending on why the change occurs. If an individual becomes relatively 
richer when her income increases, turnout is expected to increase as well. 
However, if she becomes relatively richer because her peers’ incomes de-
crease, turnout is expected to decrease. While I cannot provide causal evi-
dence of the mechanism, my analyses indicate that the relative-income gradi-
ent is not related to an increased demand for redistribution or a sense of un-
fairness. Rather, a social spillover mechanism seems to drive the results. 
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Paper 2: How Does a Growing Wealth Gap Affect Voting?: 
Evidence from Sweden16 
The second paper focuses on how wealth inequality relates to voters’ party 
choice. My coauthor and I argue that the literature has neglected to study how 
the distribution of wealth in society connects to political outcomes. This is 
despite the fact that a growing wealth gap accounts for a substantive share of 
the general increase in economic inequality in recent decades. The literature 
has instead mainly focused on the political effects of income inequality. We 
argue that the wealth gap may have different political consequences than the 
income gap and that the classic Meltzer-Richards model of redistribution will 
fare better when studying wealth. 

Equipped with data on various wealth types from the Swedish wealth reg-
ister, we study electoral outcomes for three elections between 1998 to 2006. 
Our analyses of the relative wealth level of electoral precincts show that a 
growing wealth gap drives Left support. Although we find evidence suggest-
ing that the wealth gap also depresses turnout, this seems to be independent of 
the main effect of interest concerning left-wing voting. Taken together, the 
results suggest that increased wealth inequality can boost demand for parties 
that are in favor of wealth redistribution. 

Paper 3: Income Inequality and the Descriptive Representation 
of Income 
My third paper studies the association between the selection of politicians and 
the overall income distribution of a society. To my knowledge, this is the first 
paper that does so, despite the key assumption in relative power theory that 
the rich capture the political process in more unequal societies. Drawing on 
both relative power and conflict theories, I hypothesize that the income level 
of politicians will correlate positively with municipal income inequality, but 
that Left party mobilization will dampen this general pattern.  

I find descriptive evidence in favor of relative power theory in data cover-
ing all political candidates in a total of 2860 Swedish municipalities across 10 
elections from 1982 to 2014. There is a positive correlation between income 
inequality and the income level of politicians. This is driven by Right party 
politicians, while the association for Left parties is weakly opposite, at best. 
Additional analyses suggest that the relationship is not of a causal nature, but 
rather that other municipal variables such as population size and average in-
come account for the original relationship. Still, the fact that the overrepresen-
tation of income is higher among politicians in more unequal municipalities 
suggests that the rich do exercise more control over politics in these munici-
palities than elsewhere.  

                               
16 Co-authored with Anton Brännlund. The authors contributed equally to the paper. 
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Paper 4: Politicians’ Labor Market Experiences across Party 
Families17 
The fourth paper adopts a different theoretical approach to political participa-
tion than the three first papers. It discusses how labor market trends that have 
been concurrent to the growth of economic inequality may have affected pol-
itics. This connects to the development of new party families that mainly con-
duct politics on an authoritarian-libertarian ideological axis, in contrast to the 
traditional left-right axis. Drawing on Kitschelt’s (1994) theory and class vot-
ing theories, my co-authors and I show that the emergence of new political 
party families and ideologies is closely connected to the transformation of the 
labor market in the post-industrial era. As previously discussed, this relates to 
the educational expansion and increased female labor supply, as well as 
changing occupational characteristics with respect to task content and job au-
tonomy.  

By connecting administrative data with data on occupational characteris-
tics, we show that candidates for the Greens, the Radical Right, the Social 
Democrats and the Conservatives differ in systematic ways that are in line 
with the predictions of Kitschelt’s theory. Furthermore, we show that the the-
ory holds independent explanatory value in addition to alternative theoretical 
explanations for the emergence of these parties. Additional analyses suggest 
that self-selection into certain occupations do not explain our results, and that 
it is indeed labor market socialization that drives the development of political 
preferences along the new axis of political conflict.  

                               
17 Co-authored with Olle Folke and Johanna Rickne. The authors contributed equally to the 
paper. 
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Conclusions 

The dissertation is set against the backdrop of several transformations of the 
socioeconomic structure of Western democracies in the latter half of the 20th 
century. I focus on economic inequality and its consequences for political be-
havior in Sweden, but I also consider other aspects of the structural transfor-
mation. As I mentioned at the beginning of this introductory chapter, few 
scholars have engaged with the political effects of growing economic inequal-
ity in Sweden. Against this background, I provide several insights that broaden 
our understanding of the democratic consequences of the socioeconomic 
transformation.  

The relationship between economic inequality and democracy has occupied 
political scholars since the early days of democracy (see Robinson 1995). I 
have mainly focused on two aspects of this relationship. The first aspect is the 
important democratic ideal of equalizing political power. Considering that po-
litical power has always been linked to economic power, the distribution of 
economic resources in society will influence the potential of fulfilling this 
ideal. A reinforcing relationship between political inequality and economic 
inequality is plausible, but I have not engaged empirically with this question. 
The second aspect is that democracy also carries the potential of equalizing 
resources through political mobilization, as history shows. It is therefore im-
portant to study the political preferences that are associated with economic 
inequality.  

Taken together, the results suggest that the relationship between a society’s 
economic structure and political behavior is complex. Depending on what out-
come is studied and how we define economic inequality, the implications of 
the studies vary.  

With respect to political inequality, the findings suggest that economic in-
equality may have negative consequences. This pertains, for instance, to the 
relationship between descriptive representation and income inequality. As pa-
per 3 shows, municipalities with less equal distributions of income have a 
larger overrepresentation of high incomes among their politicians. This im-
plies that an elite-capture of politics may indeed be a consequence of growing 
economic inequality. Considering that the socioeconomic characteristics of 
politicians has been found to bias political outcomes, a self-reinforcing dy-
namic between economic inequality and political inequality is possible. The 
second paper also provides some evidence of a negative association between 
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the wealth gap and turnout. In contrast, however, paper 1 suggests that lower 
relative income mobilizes people to vote, but only when the lowered relative 
income stems from higher peer income. The results do nonetheless indicate 
that the mobilization is not due to an increased conflict over resources. Rather, 
a social spillover more likely accounts for the electoral mobilization.  

Taken together, there are some indications of a relationship between grow-
ing economic inequality and an increased political inequality. But it also 
seems to depend on the type of political participation that is studied and, fur-
thermore, the consequences may differ depending on whether we study the 
distribution of wealth or of income.  

In terms of political preferences, the thesis shows that an electoral response 
to growing economic inequality is feasible. Paper 2 suggests that a growing 
wealth gap boosts left-wing support, which can be interpreted as a mobiliza-
tion against growing wealth inequality. This represents a rather novel finding, 
not least considering that few previous studies engage with the effects of a 
growing wealth gap. The results indicate a potential for a self-correcting 
mechanism against increasing economic inequality within the democratic sys-
tem. However, larger redistributive efforts have been rather absent in the time 
period studied; and economic inequality has kept growing. It is possible that 
a larger political response is muted in other parts of the policy-making process. 
For instance, politicians may perceive institutional constraints for increased 
taxation in a globalized era, or the political process may be subject to elite-
capture. But it could also be the case that priority is given to other political 
issues.  

Indeed, Paper 4 shows that – concurrent with the trend toward larger eco-
nomic disparities in recent decades – political conflict has been mobilized on 
a second ideological axis of politics. As a result, it is possible that the rise of 
new party families within Western democratic systems in recent decades has 
decreased the focus on classic policy issues of redistribution. Indeed, political 
issues that are of central importance for the new political families, such as 
environmental protection and migration, have become more salient in recent 
decades. An increased focus on other political issues could very well have 
affected political mobilization with respect to redistributive efforts on the left-
hand side of politics. However, this thesis does not engage with this question 
directly. 

As previously mentioned, the narrow empirical scope is perhaps among the 
more apparent limitations of this thesis. While voter behavior and political 
selection are important parts of the democratic system, there are also other 
ways in which political inequality can manifest itself. Recent studies have 
looked at the political influence of organized interest groups (e.g. Hacker & 
Pierson 2010; Gilens & Page 2014), which should be a fruitful avenue for 
future research concerning the relationship between economic inequality and 
democracy. In addition, cross-country studies of political selection may also 
provide us with more insights into the causes and consequences of the 
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overrepresentation of high incomes in political offices around the world. Stud-
ying the political consequences of a growing wealth gap in other contexts 
would also be of value. Finally, the fact that the thesis is limited to quantitative 
analyses yields rather little evidence of the exact mechanisms involved in the 
associations studied. Other data, such as qualitative studies should therefore 
complement current research to yield a more comprehensive understanding of 
the relationship between economic inequality and political behavior. These 
could include analyses of intra-party decisions concerning mobilization strat-
egies as well as studies of other political actors such as unions and organized 
business groups. It would also be of interest to see if the salience of the polit-
ical issue that are central in the political debate varies for voters across the 
economic distribution. This could add some insight to the plausibility of the 
political agenda-setting mechanism, which is central to relative power theory. 

Economic inequality has grown rapidly within advanced democracies over 
the past decades. This thesis has added a small piece to the puzzle, but when 
it comes to understanding how our political systems are shaped by growing 
economic disparities, there is still much to uncover. 

 
  



 

 40 

References  

Acemoglu, Daron, & Robinson, James. (2006). Economic origins of dictatorship and 
democracy. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 

Acemoglu, Daron, Giuseppe De Feo, Giacomo De Luca. And Gianluca Russo. (2022). 
”War, Socialism, and the Rise of Fascism: an Empirical Exploration.” The 
Quarterly Journal of Economics, 137(2), 1233-1296. 

Bartels, Larry. M. (2016). Unequal Democracy: The Political Economy of the New 
Gilded Age. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Bendixsen, Synnøve, Mary Bente Bringslid, and Halvard Vike, (eds). (2017). Egali-
tarianism in Scandinavia: Historical and contemporary perspectives. 
Springer. 

Berman, Sheri. (2006). The primacy of politics: Social democracy and the making of 
Europe's twentieth century. Cambridge University Press. 

Berman, Sheri, and Maria Snegovaya. (2019). “Populism and the decline of social 
democracy.” Journal of Democracy, 30(3), 5-19. 

Bonica, Adam, Nolan McCarty, Keith T. Poole, & Howard Rosenthal. (2013). Why 
hasn't democracy slowed rising inequality?. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 
27(3), 103-24. 

Brady, Henry E., Sidney Verba, and Kay Lehman Schlozman. (1995). "Beyond SES: 
A resource model of political participation." American Political Science Re-
view, 89(2): 271- 294. 

Butler, Daniel M. (2014). Representing the Advantaged: How Politicians Reinforce 
Inequality. Cambridge University Press. 

Carnes, Nicholas. (2012). “Does the numerical underrepresentation of the working 
class in Congress matter?” Legislative Studies Quarterly, 37(1), 5-34. 

Campbell, Angus, Phillip E. Converse, Warren E. Miller & Donald E. Stokes. (1960). 
The American Voter. University of Chicago Press. 

Clark, Andrew E., and Andrew J. Oswald. (1996). "Satisfaction and comparison in-
come." Journal of Public Economics 61(3): 359-381. 

Clark, Andrew E., and Claudia Senik. (2010). “Who Compares to Whom? The Anat-
omy of Income Comparisons in Europe.” The Economic Journal, 120(544): 
573-94. 

Clark, Terry Nichols, and Seymour M. Lipset. (1991) "Are Social Classes Dying?" 
International Sociology 6 (4): 397-410. 

Coppedge, Michael et al. (2022). ”V-Dem [Sweden–2021] Dataset v12” Varieties of 
Democracy (V-Dem) Project. https://doi.org/10.23696/vdemds22. 

Dahl, Robert. A. (1989). Democracy and its critics. Yale University Press. 
Dahl, Robert. A. (1998). On Democracy. Yale University Press. 
Dal Bó, Ernesto, Frederico Finan, Olle Folke, Torsten Persson, and Johanna Rickne. 

(2017). “Who becomes a Politician’‘. The Quarterly Journal of Economics 
1877-1914. 



 

 41

Dal Bó, Ernesto, Frederico Finan, Olle Folke, Torsten Persson and Johanna Rickne. 
(2022). “Economic and Social Outsiders but Political Insiders: Sweden’s Rad-
ical Right.” Review of Economic Studies. Accepted for publication. 

Dancygier, Rafaela, Karl-Oskar Lindgren, Pär Nyman, and Kåre Vernby. (2021). 
"Candidate Supply Is Not a Barrier to Immigrants Representation: A Case–
Control Study." American Journal of Political Science 65(3): 683-698. 

Deaton, Angus. (2003). “Health, inequality, and economic development.” Journal of 
Economic Literature, 41(1): 113-158. 

Dorsch, Michael T., & Maarek, Paul. (2019). “Democratization and the Conditional 
Dynamics of Income Distribution”. American Political Science Review, 
113(2), 385-404.  

Elkjær, Mads A., & Michael B. Klitgaard (2021). ”Economic Inequality and Political 
Responsiveness: A Systematic Review.” Perspectives on Politics, 1-20. 
doi:10.1017/S1537592721002188 

Elkjær, Mads, A., & Torben Iversen. (2020). ”The Political Representation of Eco-
nomic Interests: Subversion of Democracy or Middle-Class Supremacy?” 
World Politics, 72(2), 254-290. 

Ellis, Christopher. (2013). ‘’Social Context and Economic Biases in Representation’’. 
The Journal of Politics, 75(3): 773—786. 

Esping-Andersen, Gösta. 1990. The three worlds of welfare capitalism. Princeton 
University Press. 

Fong, Christina. (2001). “Social preferences, self-interest, and the demand for redis-
tribution”. Journal of Public Economics 82 (2), pp. 225–246. 

Galofré-Vilà, Gregori, Christopher M. Meissner, Martin McKee, and David Stuckler. 
(2021). “Austerity and the Rise of the Nazi Party.” The Journal of Economic 
History, 81(1), 81-113. 

Gilens, Martin. (2005) "Inequality and democratic responsiveness." Public Opinion 
Quarterly 69.5: 778-796. 

Gilens, Martin. (2012). Affluence and Influence. Princeton University Press. 
Gilens, Martin, and Benjamin I. Page. (2014). "Testing theories of American politics: 

Elites, interest groups, and average citizens." Perspectives on politics 12(3): 
564-581. 

Gimpelson, Vladimir, and Daniel Treisman. (2018). “Misperceiving Inequality”. Eco-
nomics & Politics, 30(1): 27-54. 

Goodin, Robert, and John Dryzek. (1980). "Rational Participation: The Politics of 
Power." British Journal of Political Science, 10(3): 273-290. 

Gulzar, Saad. (2021). “Who Enters Politics and Why?” Annual Review of Political 
Science, 24: 253-275 . 

Hacker, Jacob S. and Paul Pierson. (2010). Winner-take-all politics: How Washington 
made the rich richer--and turned its back on the middle class. Simon and 
Schuster. 

Han, Kyung J. (2016). “Income inequality and voting for radical right-wing parties”. 
Electoral studies 42, pp. 54–64. 

Inglehart, Ronald. (1997). Modernization and Postmodernization: Cultural, Eco-
nomic, and Political Change in 43 Societies. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univer-
sity Press. 

Iversen, Torben, and Max Goplerud (2018). “Redistribution Without a Median Voter: 
Models of Multidimensional Politics”. Annual Review of Political Science 
21.1, pp. 295–317. 

Jansen, Giedo, Geoffrey Evans, and Nan Dirk De Graaf. (2013). "Class voting and 
Left–Right party positions: A comparative study of 15 Western democracies, 
1960–2005." Social science research 42 (2): 376-400. 



 

 42 

Jenkins, Stephen. P. (2015). “World income inequality databases: an assessment of 
WIID and SWIID.” The Journal of Economic Inequality 13, 629–671. 

Jensen, Carsten, and Kees van Kersbergen (2016). The Politics of Inequality. Lon-
don;New York; Palgrave Macmillan. 

Judt, Tony. (2006). Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945. Penguin Books. 
Jusko, Karen Long. (2017). Who speaks for the poor?: Electoral geography, party 

entry, and representation. Cambridge University Press. 
Karadja, Mounir, Johanna Mollerstrom. and David Seim. (2017). “Richer (and Holier) 

Than Thou? The Effect of Relative Income Improvements on Demand for Re-
distribution.” The Review of Economics and Statistics, 99(2): 201-12. 

Kenworthy, Lane, and Jonas Pontusson. (2005). "Rising inequality and the politics of 
redistribution in affluent countries." Perspectives on Politics 3(3): 449-471. 

Kenworthy, Lane, and Leslie McCall. (2008) “Inequality, public opinion and redistri-
bution”, Socio-Economic Review, 6 (1): 35–68, 

Kitschelt, Herbert. (1994). The Transformation of European Social Democracy. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Korpi, Walter, and Joakim Palme. 1998. "The paradox of redistribution and strategies 
of equality: Welfare state institutions, inequality, and poverty in the Western 
countries." American Sociological Review 63 (5): 661-687. 

Lepore, Jill. (2018). These truths: A history of the United States. WW Norton & Com-
pany. 

Lewin, Leif, and Johannes Lindvall. (2015). “One Hundred Years of Swedish Eco-
nomic Policy”, in Jon Pierre (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Swedish Politics. 
Oxford University Press. 

Lindgren, Karl-Oskar, Sven Oskarsson, and Christopher T. Dawes. (2017). "Can Po-
litical Inequalities Be Educated Away? Evidence from a Large-Scale Reform." 
American Journal of Political Science 61(1): 222-236. 

Lindgren, Karl-Oskar, Sven Oskarsson, and Mikael Persson. (2019). "Access to edu-
cation and political candidacy: Lessons from school openings in Sweden". 
Economics of Education Review 69: 138-148. 

Lipset, Seymour M. and Stein Rokkan (eds.). (1967). Party Systems and Voter align-
ments: Cross-national Perspectives. Free Press. 

Lundberg, Jacob, and Daniel Waldenström. (2018). "Wealth inequality in Sweden: 
What can we learn from capitalized income tax data?" Review of Income and 
Wealth 64 (3): 517-541. 

Lupu, Noam, and Jonas Pontusson. (2011). "The structure of inequality and the poli-
tics of redistribution." American Political Science Review 105.2: 316-336. 

Lupu, Noam, and Zach Warner. (2022). “Why are the affluent better represented 
around the world?” European Journal of Political Research. doi: 
10.1111/1475-6765.12440 

Luttmer, Erzo FP. (2005). “Neighbors as negatives: Relative earnings and well-be-
ing.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 120(3): 963-1002. 

Mair, Peter. (2013). Ruling the void: The hollowing of Western democracy. Verso 
books. 

Mathisen, Ruben, Wouter Schakel, Svenja Hense, Lea Elsässer, Mikael Persson, and 
Jonas Pontusson. (2021). “Unequal Responsiveness and Government Partisan-
ship in Northwest Europe”. Unequal Democracies Working Paper No. 28, Uni-
versity of Geneva. 

McClurg, Scott D. (2003). “The Role of Social Networks in Explaining Political Par-
ticipation.“ Political Research Quarterly, 56(4): 449-64. 

Meltzer, Allan H., and Scott F. Richard. (1981). "A Rational Theory of the Size of 
Government." Journal of Political Economy, 89(5): 914-927. 



 

 43

Milanović, Branko. (2016). Global Inequality: A New Approach for the Age of Glob-
alization. Harvard University Press. 

Nozick, Robert. (1974). Anarchy, state, and utopia. New York: Basic Books. 
Oesch, Daniel. (2006). “Coming to grips with a changing class structure: An analysis 

of employment stratification in Britain, Germany, Sweden and Switzerland.” 
International Sociology, 21(2), 263-288. 

Ohlsson, Henry, Jesper Roine, and Daniel Waldenström. (2020). “Inherited Wealth 
over the Path of Development: Sweden, 1810–2016”. Journal of the European 
Economic Association 18.3, pp. 1123–1157. 

Oliver, Eric J. (2001). Democracy in Suburbia. Princeton University Press. 
Pareliussen, Jon K., Mikkel Hermansen, Christophe André, and Orsetta Causa. 

(2018). “Income Inequality in the Nordics from an OECD Perspective”. Nordic 
Economic Policy Review, 17-57. 

Pateman, Carol. (1971). "Political culture, political structure and political change." 
British Journal of Political Science, 1(3): 291{305. 

Persson, Mikael. (2021). “From Opinions to Policies: Examining Links between Cit-
izens, Representatives, and Policy Change.” Electoral Studies 74. 

Peters, Yvette, and Sander J. Ensink. (2015). "Differential responsiveness in Europe: 
The effects of preference difference and electoral participation." West Euro-
pean Politics 38.3: 577-600. 

Piketty, Thomas. (2013). Capital in the Twenty-First Century. Harvard University 
Press. 

Phillips, Anne. (1999). Which equalities matter? John Wiley & Sons. 
Polacko, Matthew. (2020). "Party Positions, Income Inequality, and Voter Turnout in 

Canada, 1984-2015." American Behavioral Scientist, 64(9): 1324-1347. 
Polacko, Matthew, Oliver Heath, Michael S. Lewis-Beck & Ruth Dassonneville. 

(2021). “Policy polarization, income inequality and turnout.” Political Studies, 
69(2), 455-477. 

Polacko, Matthew. (2022). “The rightward shift and electoral decline of social demo-
cratic parties under increasing inequality.” West European Politics, 45(4), 665-
692. 

Pontusson, Jonas. (1995). “Explaining the decline of European social democracy: The 
role of structural economic change.” World Politics, 47(4), 495-533. 

Pontusson, Jonas & David Weisstanner. (2018). “Macroeconomic conditions, ine-
quality shocks and the politics of redistribution, 1990–2013”, Journal of Euro-
pean Public Policy, 25:1, 31-58 

Przeworski, Adam. (2012). "Democracy, Redistribution, and Equality." Brazilian Po-
litical Science Review 6.1:11-36. 

Rae, Douglas. 1981. Equalities. Harvard University Press. 
Rawls, John. (1971). A Theory of Justice. Harvard University Press. 
Rennwald, Line and Jonas Pontusson. (2022): “Class gaps in perceptions of political 

voice: liberal democracies 1974–2016”, West European Politics  
Rigby, Elizabeth and Gerald C. Wright (2013). “Political Parties and Representation 

of the Poor in the American States.” American Journal of Political Science 57 
(3): 552–65. 

Robinson, Richard. (1995). Politics: Books III and IV. Clarendon Press. 
Roine, Jesper, and Daniel Waldenström. (2008). "The evolution of top incomes in an 

egalitarian society: Sweden, 1903–2004." Journal of Public Economics 92.1-
2: 366-387. 

Roine, Jesper, and Daniel Waldenström. (2009). "Wealth concentration over the path 
of development: Sweden, 1873–2006." Scandinavian Journal of Economics 
111 (1): 151-187. 



 

 44 

Rosset, Jan, Nathalie Giger, and Julian Bernauer. (2013). ‘’More money, fewer prob-
lems? Cross-level effects of economic deprivation on political representation.’’ 
West European Politics 36(4): 817-835. 

Rosset, Jan, & Christian Stecker. (2019). “How well are citizens represented by their 
governments? Issue congruence and inequality in Europe”. European Political 
Science Review 11(2): 145–160. 

Schafer, Jerome, Erico Cantoni, Giorgio Bellettini, and Carlotta Berti Ceroni. (2022). 
“Making Unequal Democracy Work? The Effects of Income on Voter Turnout 
in Northern Italy.” American Journal of Political Science 66 (3): 745-761. 

Schattschneider, Elmer E. (1960). The Semi-Sovereign People: A Realist's View of 
Democracy in America. New York: Holt, Reinhart, and Winston. 

Schmidt-Catran, Alexander W. (2016). "Economic inequality and public demand for 
redistribution: Combining cross-sectional and longitudinal evidence." Socio-
Economic Review 14 (1): 119-140. 

Solt, Frederick. (2008). "Economic Inequality and Democratic Political Engagement." 
American Journal of Political Science, 52(1): 48:60. 

Solt, Frederick. (2019). The Standardized World Income Inequality Database, Ver-
sions 8-9, https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/LM4OWF, Harvard Dataverse, V8 

Statistics Sweden. (2012). One hundred years of Swedish voter turnout. Democracy 
Statistics Report no 13. 

Evans, Geoffrey, and James Tilley. (2012). “How Parties Shape Class Politics: Ex-
plaining the Decline of the Class Basis of Party Support.” British Journal of 
Political Science, 42(1), 137-161.  

Tingsten, Herbert. (1937). Political Behavior: Studies in Election. Statistics. London: 
PS King and Son, Ltd. 

Trädgårdh, Lars, & Henrik Berggren. (2009). Är svensken människa?: Gemenskap 
och oberoende i det moderna Sverige. [English translation: Is the Swede Hu-
man? Individual autonomy and social trust in modern Sweden]. Norstedt. 

Vestin, Erik. (2019). The decline of class voting in Sweden 1968–2014: Reconsidera-
tions, explanations and the role of the new middle class. Doctoral dissertation, 
University of Gothenburg. 

Wilkinson, Richard, and Kate Pickett. (2010). The spirit level. Why equality is better 
for everyone. London: Penguin. 

Zucman, Gabriel. (2019). "Global wealth inequality." Annual Review of Economics 
11: 109-138. 

 





Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis
Digital Comprehensive Summaries of Uppsala Dissertations
from the Faculty of Social Sciences 203

Editor: The Dean of the Faculty of Social Sciences

A doctoral dissertation from the Faculty of Social Sciences,
Uppsala University, is usually a summary of a number of
papers. A few copies of the complete dissertation are kept
at major Swedish research libraries, while the summary
alone is distributed internationally through the series Digital
Comprehensive Summaries of Uppsala Dissertations from the
Faculty of Social Sciences. (Prior to January, 2005, the series
was published under the title “Comprehensive Summaries of
Uppsala Dissertations from the Faculty of Social Sciences”.)

Distribution: publications.uu.se
urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-487612

ACTA
UNIVERSITATIS

UPSALIENSIS
UPPSALA

2022


	Abstract
	List of Papers
	Contents
	Acknowledgements
	Introduction
	Economic inequality and politics in modern Sweden
	Key concepts
	On economic inequality
	On political equality

	On the relationship between economic inequality and democracy
	Theoretical framework
	Linking economic inequality to political behavior
	The labor market foundations of political preferences

	Methods
	Measuring the effects of economic inequality

	The Swedish case

	Summary of the papers
	Paper 1: You and Me Both: Peer Groups and the Relative-income Gradient of Political Participation
	Paper 2: How Does a Growing Wealth Gap Affect Voting?: Evidence from Sweden16
	Paper 3: Income Inequality and the Descriptive Representation of Income
	Paper 4: Politicians’ Labor Market Experiences across Party Families17

	Conclusions
	References



