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SUMMARY 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore the construction of political discourses and their 

consequences in our crisis led societies. I want to expose liberalism’s position in Western 

contemporary politics and in the creation of new political constellations. By doing this, I aim 

to explain similarities and differences between political approaches as well as the 

mobilization around anti-political sentiments in Norway and the US. Further, I want to reveal 

transnational tendencies of conceptualization and operationalization.  

Reinhart Koselleck’s ideas of societal development and change through critique and crisis 

serve as outset as I proceed to present Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis, tools 

from Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory and Hagen Schulz-Forberg’s positioning of 

concepts as methodological approach. This compound apparatus allows a deconstruction of 

discourses identified in current political articulations in Norway and the US. My theoretical 

framework and hybrid-perspective, liberalism as politics, is built on Michael Freeden’s 

pillars of liberalism and a trilogy of concepts consisting of liberalism, the good society and 

the welfare state. 

Norway and the US are chosen as cases because they in separate ways and both quantitatively 

and qualitatively are experienced as good societies. The current political climate, external 

pressure and crises have resulted in political shifts, and alterations of how “the American 

Dream” and the “Scandinavian Dream” should be perceived and operationalized. Bernie 

Sanders and Donald Trump represent two alternative approaches in the US, and their 

contributions to the 2016 Presidential primaries will serve to exemplify the dynamic political 

sphere. The success of the Progress Party (FrP) serves to demonstrate the shift and changes 

in Norway.  

The analysis is subdivided in three parts, where each part is devoted to Sanders, Trump and 

FrP respectively. Here, I identify each entity’s ideology, approach to individualism and 

equality and perspectives on the good society. Furthermore, I look at how the pressure of 

immigration fits into the different perspectives and narratives, and pinpoint who the good 

society is meant for. Based on the findings, it is possible to isolate some similarities: all have 

an anti-establishment and anti-political message, and they all use populism to get this 

message out to their supporters. They all depend on ideologies and approaches that challenge 

the conventional politics within the two different political domains. Thus, they all challenge 
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the established narrative and the status quo, and they use in- and out-groups and alternative 

layering of society to legitimize their views. However, their approaches differ – especially 

regarding how they relate to the political spectrum. Sanders stays true to the traditional 

economic left-right spectrum and belongs to the far-left of this scale. Trump swings back and 

forth on the same spectrum, depending on issue and the voters’ preferences, but all the same 

with a major focus on economic questions and prosperity. FrP can be said to rely on two 

parallel scales depending on topic: the traditional economic right-left scale and a 

socioeconomic right-left scale. 

In the discussion, it becomes clear that crises in combination with low trust in government 

seem to have caused the rise of new political schemes and approaches. The history, ideology 

and philosophy of liberalism seem to indicate how the politics are structured, and thus also 

how the crises are answered. When mobilizing to face pressure and challenges, critique of 

the status quo through targeted discourses, division and prioritization of people and peoples, 

and balance of concepts seem to be particularly important and effective tools. The system is 

being challenged from external factors, which again has resulted in internal challenging of 

the very same system. 

This is where I draw my conclusion. History has shown that liberalism is a liberty narrative, 

and that critique and crisis can lead to change and implementation of new ways, new politics 

and new freedoms. The tendencies seen in the US and in Norway indicate erosion of 

solidarity, inclination to extreme solutions and a crisis of politics. If the development 

continues in the current path, we might be witnessing the next turn of the liberty narrative - 

the turn towards political freedom.  
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PART I: INTRODUCTION 
 

1. Introduction 

When looking at the 21st century, we see that a series of man-made crises and natural disasters 

cause trouble by challenging and contesting our search for the good society. With “trouble” 

I mean events like terrorist attacks, natural catastrophes, poverty and hunger, misuse of power 

and deplorable wars. I mean events that both isolated and combined make people question 

their own situation; happenings that have caused fear, increased the gaps between individuals 

and between groups, and limited fair redistribution of needed resources. This has resulted in 

a continued movement of people and ideas, and subsequently also an increased attention to 

the division of “us” and “them” instead of unification. It has created questions of what is 

mine and what it yours, who is entitled to the good life and who is responsible for providing 

these benefits and distribute welfare. Every past and ongoing event has influenced, and is 

still influencing, how we perceive our society, our friends and enemies, ourselves and our 

realities. This has accumulated in a division between an angry middle class feeling betrayed 

and alienated by the establishment and the political elite, and subsequently a backlash against 

traditional politics and ideologies.  

These changes have immense impact on how we interpret history, which philosophies we 

follow, which ideologies we perceive as prevailing, and not to mention which policies and 

discourses we prefer and experience as legitimate. We see that new and successful ideological 

constellations and populist movements appear and get established. The changes in society as 

we know it, and the governance of it, result in political shifts and political conversations 

worth tracking.  

In the following, I will look at different variations of liberalism and operationalizations of 

the good society in two Western countries where political shifts are observable and ongoing. 

I will analyze political discourses and expose how liberalism’s core concepts are used within 

these discourses and within new and successful ideological constellations and populist 

movements. A discursive deconstruction will ultimately explain the rise and intention of new 

political schemes, and disclose transnational trends. In this way, it will be possible to expose 

how internal and external pressure are confronted and how the ideal good society is 

maintained.  
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The political conversations found in the US and Norway will serve to exemplify different 

political discourses in the face of crisis. The two countries provide two celebrated and partly 

oppositional perspectives on what the good society means, and how this society should be 

provided through different welfare models and ideal societies. Both the “The American 

Dream” and “The Scandinavian Dream” are under pressure, and the crises experienced have 

led to critique of the established. The US and Norway are oppositional in many ways, but we 

will see that they also influence each other and follow the same trends.  

The 2015/2016 US primaries have shown increased polarization and oppositional forces 

between the left and right. This can with advantage be compared with the dynamics seen 

between political parties in Norway over the past decades. As a parallel, and relevant in both 

cases, malcontent among the people seem to be increasing. Thus, by comparing the currents 

in the US and Norway, it is possible pinpoint domestic differences and expose transnational 

tendencies. 

In the US, the 2015/2016 presidential election process is coming to an end after more than a 

year of debates and forums, untraditional contributions, frequent political surprises, and 

historical developments and results. The political changes and current political discourse in 

the US are definitely influenced by both internal and external issues and societal changes. 

We see strong indications on this when looking at the significant presence and discursive 

dominance of two very different and somewhat controversial candidates in the primaries. 

Both Bernard ‘Bernie’ Sanders and Donald Trump had momentous roles in deciding the 

political agenda, and made noteworthy contributions and changes in the prevailing 

discourses, especially when talking about immigration, economy and social security. 

Sanders, US Senator from New York and self-proclaimed socialist, looks to Scandinavia to 

envision the US’ future. He believes that income and wealth equality, healthcare, inclusion 

and togetherness are in the American future – “A Future We Can Believe In”. Trump, 

businessman and entertainer, looks to America’s great past, wanting to “Make American 

Great Again”. He focuses on how the US can start winning again by focusing on power and 

strength, and by building symbolic and physical walls. Both have had, and still have, strong 

opinions on what the ideal good American society should look like, who should be included 

in this society, and how to improve in order to reach this society. Their presence can be 

interpreted as symptoms of a political environment in crisis and in need of change. Trump’s 

and Sanders’ campaign programs and profiles in the presidential primary debates will serve 

as empirical basis for analysis.  
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Across the pond, many European countries have experienced political shifts, last seen in 

Great Britain on June 23 2016, as the Brits voted to leave the EU (Brexit) and pursue national 

solutions. This represents an overall tendency to focus on the nation state, domestic economy 

and opportunities within national borders. Amongst the countries that have experienced such 

a shift is Norway, which have moved from an established leftist political tradition towards a 

more conservative and right wing presence, both in the political discourse and in government. 

The increasing immigration and refugee crisis and the subsequent pressure on the Norwegian 

welfare state and good society have fueled this development and been a major political focus 

the past years. Immigration has for a long time been a central topic for the populist and 

typically oppositional Progress Party (Fremskrittspartiet, abbr. FrP) which is in a central 

position in the current government coalition, fronting discursive and political changes in the 

Norwegian immigration policy. Sylvi Listhaug, Minister of Immigration and Integration, 

represents FrP and is their public face in the immigration debate. Her contribution to the 

debate will supplement the party’s Policy Paper (2013/2017) and Action Paper (2013/2017), 

as empirical basis.  

Following the introduction in Part I, Part II will be dedicated to methodological and 

theoretical questions. Based on ideas of structural constructivism and social coproduction, I 

will present the society as something that is both reproduced and changed through political 

agencies, and through a continuous state of critique and crisis. When analyzing the societal 

and political status quo in the US and Norway, I will use Norman Fairclough’s critical 

discursive analysis, Erneso Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s discourse theory and Hagen Schulz-

Forberg’s positions of concepts. This combination will provide a fitting toolbox to dig into 

the various aspects of the discourses’ truisms.  

My theoretical framework, liberalism as politics, is a hybrid-perspective that is built on what 

I have identified as the foundation and constitutive ideology (liberalism), current goal (good 

society) and means (welfare) in the contemporary West. In addition to an introduction of this 

central trilogy, I will present Michael Freeden’s three pillars of liberalism as important 

building blocks in my perspective; liberalism as history, as ideology and as philosophy. 

Based on these pillars, I aim to explore and explain the importance of liberalism in Western 

societies in general, and in US and Norway in particular. Combined in liberalism as politics, 

these components will serve to connect the underlying system of thought with 

operationalization on the political stage. Ultimately, I will explain and justify why I have 

chosen individualism and equality as the most important concepts when exploring liberalism, 
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its goals and the preferred means in today’s political climate. Thoughts on the globalization-

localization nexus of liberalism will be included in order to paint a comprehensive picture of 

the context in which the described dynamics unfold. 

In Part III, I will focus on the background of my chosen cases, and examine the current 

political climate in the separate countries. Further, I will elaborate on my data material and 

touch upon the possibilities and limitations of my sources.  

Part VI will be dedicated to the analysis. My ambition is to use the tools and findings from 

Part II to evaluate the pressure experienced on the good societies and discuss the politics that 

has constituted and is constituted by this society. This is where I will draw upon the 

discourses of the good society found in Trump’s and Sanders’ campaigns and FrP’s presence 

and policies in Norway. This comparative, conceptual and discursive analysis will be based 

on distinctive perspectives and opinions on what ‘the good society’ and the welfare state 

mean and should mean within liberalism in a time where we are facing conflict, changes and 

political uproar.  

In Part V, I aim to put the cases into a bigger perspective by examining how they are similar 

in focus, but different in approach. Then, I will review the major points and findings, and use 

this to touch upon the discourses’ power in society. To summarize my findings, I will look 

at the power of critique, the power of discourses, the power of the “us” and “them”-

distinction, and the power of conceptual balance, or in this case, conceptual imbalance. 

Overall, I will look at how discourses might be an indicator of a larger transition in the 

political environment and in political structures. The topic in question is broad and deep-

rooted, and the complexity of the matter indicates that the material can only provide some 

degree of insight. However, I am confident that the methodology, theoretical framework and 

case material in combination can illustrate (a) how individual countries can have both a 

common foundation and similar goals at the same time as they have different approaches, (b) 

how overarching ideologies can be altered and used to give legitimacy to new political 

constellations and (c) how discourses and perceived pressure influence people, structures and 

the prevailing normative order - and vice versa. Thus, the cases will illustrate how current 

anti-political sentiments are justified and legitimized, and how this, in fact, can be diagnosed 

as a larger political crisis.  
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PART II: METHODOLOGY AND THEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORK 
 

2. Structural Constructivism in a Time of Critique and Crisis 

Structural constructivism supplements social constructivism with political agency within 

specific institutional settings and the individual’s and collective’s actions and contributions 

in the construction of realities. This perspective is built on the French intellectual Pierre 

Bourdieu’s political theory – a theory that focuses on the political sphere and the presence 

and contributions of agents who are both active in this field and constrained by symbolic and 

material structures (Kauppi, 2003: 777). Structural constructivism gives a holistic approach 

and enables an analysis of political action and social transformation through reproduction of 

social order. What’s more, it provides the perspective that individuals can change this reality 

through political tools and domination of power-ideas such as “individualism” and 

“equality”. These are fluid concepts that are neither true nor false. Instead, they are used by 

political entrepreneurs to mobilize against alternative power-ideas. “In the political arena, the 

value of an idea depends less on its truth value than on its power to mobilize” (Kauppi, n.d.: 

6-7, 11). I will use the dynamics of critique and crisis, discursive tools and positions of 

concepts to reveal the construction of the political field in which political agents act, fight for 

domination and struggle to reach recognition from the voters.  

2.1 Critique and Crisis 
Challenge and change typify our modern society, and both critique and crisis are fundamental 

concepts as we look at the development of the understanding of our reality and ourselves 

within this truth. The German historian Reinhart Koselleck claims that the gap between the 

state and the society widened during the Enlightenment. This evolution led to social, cultural 

and moral critique, and eventually crisis of the political authority where state and society 

were in continuous conflict. Further, he asserts that the 18th century failed to recognize the 

link between the critique unfolding, and the pending crisis (Koselleck, 1988: vii, 9). In the 

1930s, the crisis of the classical economy, capitalism and liberalism characterized the 

international society, while the 1980s provided a crisis contrary to the one of the 1930s, 

namely a crisis of planned economy, socialism and the welfare state (Sørensen, 1991). Michel 

Foucault enhances this thought of a crisis-led society by declaring that the Enlightenment 

was a permanent critique of our historical era. This permanent critique has resulted in 

perpetual crisis and awareness and opposition to the established (Foucault, 1984: 42). Thus, 
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core concepts got alternative definitions, and the critique launched alternative realities and 

futures. This state of flux and semantic turbulence opened up for redefinitions of concepts, 

ideas and their positions, fluid discourses and reallocation of definition power.  

When looking at power, ideas and truth as socially constructed, it is fruitful to consider the 

possibility of change in meaning and hegemony. The critique Koselleck spoke of referred to 

numerous challenges of the stable and enduring politically naturalized fixation of meaning. 

By discussing sattelzeit, Koselleck includes flexibility to the seemingly immobile, which 

results in a transitional period for understanding (Schulz-Forberg, 2014: 16). This fluidity 

means that concepts and their meanings can be challenged by other recognized alternatives 

within that field of discursivity (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 111). Thus, critique means that 

something has the ability to change, and that there is a force wanting this change to occur. It 

means that everything could have been or can be different, and that nothing is yet determined. 

Awareness of the presence, dynamics and power of discourses is a crucial addition to the 

dynamics of critique and crisis. This is what we experience in politics today; critique of the 

traditional politics and its operationalizations. We see a strengthened awareness of 

alternatives, and a political opposition that challenges the established by redefining concepts 

and aiming for definition power through strong and convincing discourses.  

2.2 What is Discourse?  
A discourse is an arbitrary, temporary and socially constructed system of meaning. More 

specifically, discourse can be explained as “a particular way of talking about (…) an aspect 

of the world” (Jørgensen and Phillips, 1999: 9). Discourses supply certain knowledge, and 

provides meaning to signs and concepts within specific contexts and particular domains. 

Thus, it regulates how we present and perceive reality and truth. In this flexible process of 

meaning selection, negotiation is essential to achieve hegemony (Baker, 2012: 90-92). 

Simultaneously, as the discursive struggle for hegemony unfolds, and the possible discourses 

seek to secure domination of power-ideas, alternative perceptions are undermined. 

A combination of numerous discursive practices and discursive struggles make up history, 

our preferred narratives and general attitude towards this constructed past. Therefore, by 

examining power-ideas, from now on identified as floating signifiers/concepts, including 

their relative meaning and dynamic truths, we can identify discursive practices and our 

understanding of history. By combining Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis with selected 

tools from Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, it is possible to deconstruct the discourses 
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and thus detect, pinpoint and contest social truisms and the social consequences this may 

have (Jørgensen and Phillips, 1999: 9). 

2.3 Discourse as Method and Toolkit 

2.3.1 Critical Discourse Analysis 

Fairclough defines discourse as the kind of language used within a specific field and he 

highlights that discourses create the social reality in which we live (Jørgensen and Phillips, 

1999: 15). Further, his focus is directed to articulations and communicative events in social 

and cultural contexts, especially the dialectic relation between discourse as constituted and 

constituting. Critical discourse analysis is found in-between everyday discourse and abstract 

discourse on the discursive continuum. This means that Fairclough’s analytical focus 

includes the idea that discourses are created and changed in everyday discursive practices at 

the same time as overall abstract discourses circulate social spaces and limits our 

opportunities in these everyday practices (Jørgensen and Phillips, 1999: 28-30) This focus is 

thus suitable for the political field as the political field is identified as something that is both 

reproduced and exposed to change by active agents.  

Fairclough seeks to uncover and shed light on communicative events, discursive practices 

and the preservation of social structures by analyzing all discourses in use within a social 

domain (Jørgensen and Phillips, 1999: 30-31, 79-80). Each social domain contains 

ideological-discursive formations (IDFs) that are linked to a certain group, or a speech 

community. The dominant IDF generates hegemony and creates a commonsensical 

acceptance of the underlying ideological norms (Fairclough, 2010: 30). Thus, the dynamics 

of the discourse contribute to the construction of social identities, social relations and systems 

of knowledge. The communicative event can be separated into three important dimensions: 

(1) the text and empirical material, (2) the discursive practice, meaning the production and 

consumption of the text, and (3) the wider and partly non-discursive social practice 

(Jørgensen and Phillips, 1999: 93-98, Fairclough, 1992: 73). These dimensions are important 

aspects to be considered when analyzing specific texts and discourses.  

2.3.2 Discourse Theory 

Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory highlights the fluidity of the discourse and thus the 

discursive struggle that unfolds as different discourses and IDFs aim to reach closure, by 

making fluid elements to fixed moments. This means that the discourse’s end game is to 

reach a temporary stop in the fluctuation of meaning (Jørgensen and Phillips, 1999: 38).  
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When examining discursive matters, Laclau and Mouffe use a toolkit that with advantage can 

supplement Fairclough’s framework. By deconstructing the political texts and discursive 

practices of interest, and identifying their fluid components, it is possible to disclose the 

importance of discourses in political practice, and reveal these discourses’ significance in the 

greater social context. Floating signifiers are the signs that different discourses struggle to 

give meaning. One kind of floating signifier is the nodal point, which is a privileged sign that 

gives other signs meaning depending on their relationship to this key sign. The nodal point 

helps us organize ourselves and understand our position in the discourse. We will see that 

‘liberalism’ serves as nodal point in separate, but entangled, discursive realities in the West. 

Laclau and Mouffe also use Jacques Lacan’s master signifiers as nodal points of identity. 

Master signifiers are necessary when looking at how people refuse, negotiate and accept their 

assigned identities in the discursive practices (Jørgensen and Phillips, 1999: 55). These signs 

create individual and collective identities by uniting (and dividing) people, and by providing 

instructions on how to fit these presented identities. Continuous explicit and implicit 

references to the linguistic tools and binary oppositions “us” and “them” provide good 

exemplification on master signifiers. By placing ourselves in a privileged position and 

creating an inferior “other”, we establish mutually exclusive contradictions between people 

and peoples (Culler, 1986: 102). When speaking of ethnicities, nationalities and religions, 

this distribution of identities tends to result in ethnocentric and biased positions, which adds 

an extra sensitive layer (Jørgensen and Phillips, 1999: 186). Available identities are 

distributed in the articulation, and thus, people are placed in certain positions by the 

discourse. According to Louis Althusser, this demarcation and interpellation provides a fixed 

set of characteristics and expectations to actors within the social practice (Jørgensen and 

Phillips, 1999: 53). If we elaborate on the example of “us” and “them”, we see that “they” 

represent the out-group and an opposition to “us” which endanger “our” identity, cohesion, 

internal solidarity and security. A division of this kind is necessary for the individual and the 

group to understand the self and construct identity, to make meaning of discursive and social 

practices, to be able to relate to various floating signifiers and nodal points, and to understand 

our positions in the reality and the narrative we have constructed around us. According to 

Mouffe, political visions and political mobilizing do not exist without “us” and “them” 

because there’s always something or someone to mobilize for and therefore also something 

or someone to mobilize against (2005).  
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2.4 Concepts 
By looking at different claims on meaning and subsequently opposing claims on legitimacy, 

we can identify discourses and their consequences in society (Schulz-Forberg, 2014: 3). It 

seems natural to include concepts when talking about the fluid world of discourses, because 

concepts by definition are floating signifiers: Their meanings are arbitrary, changeable and 

contested through context, history and its performance (Schulz-Forberg, 2014: 14). Thus, 

concepts have significant positions in forming our worldviews and in creating unity. The 

flexibility results in power struggles (or discursive struggles) in the linguistic and semantic 

fields, and if a consensus on a concept’s meaning is reached (closure), it will not be 

recognized as a concept anymore, simply because it would no longer be in a position of 

opposition with prospect of change (moment). In this way, concepts are a natural part of 

discourses with a lot of the same qualities and potentials. However, while these ideas are 

comparable, they are not interchangeable. It is fruitful to add concepts as an extra tool to the 

presented tool kit, because concepts offer an additional layer of analysis by offering 

subcategories, or positions. When conceptualizing history, these are crucial to reveal how 

discourses are used to create realities, justify social and political sayings and doings, and 

promote specific actions according to these truths. New concepts, or new definitions of 

concepts, serve as signs of historical change, and are therefore important to keep track of as 

we look for and try to explain development in one society, or the differences between 

societies (Schulz-Forberg, 2014: 5). 

Hagen Schulz-Forberg (2014: 15) suggests five positions in which concepts can be placed 

that will be useful when mapping the conceptual appropriation in discourses of the good 

society. (1) Hegemony refers to struggles over meaning, power, legitimacy and the goal of 

these struggles. Thus, hegemony is domination, but also the process of negotiation leading 

to consensus of meaning and a seemingly transcendental, universal truth (Jørgensen and 

Phillips, 2002: 76, Schulz-Forberg, 2014: 17). Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory is 

clearly influenced by this Gramscian approach, and this will be a pivotal perspective in the 

following, especially as the normative order is to be mapped out (Schulz-Forberg, 2014: 15). 

(2) Avant-garde is a position of opposition and critique within a discourse, and is thus a 

position that present alternative understandings and invokes change. This is an important 

position in this context of liberalism and the good society, as critique and challenges of the 

apparent truth are disclosed as a fundamental basis for analysis. (3) Nostalgia will also be 

significant as we continue, because this position includes historical narratives and past 
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semantic shifts when arranging present truths and defining the desired future order – “they 

serve as a lost past supposedly to be re-established in the future” (Schulz-Forberg, 2014: 18). 

In the dynamics of conceptual innovation, redefinition and hegemonic struggles, some 

concepts will lose position and will not be prioritized in the grand scheme of political 

discursive action. We can say that these concepts, or understandings of these concepts, get 

discarded and pushed to the outskirts of the discursive field, to the discursive fringes known 

as the (4) periphery. A concept might also be (5) suppressed, meaning that some 

interpretations and perspectives are blocked out of relevant discourse, either consciously or 

unconsciously (Schulz-Forberg, 2014: 18-19).  

The specification of conceptual attributions and roles makes it easier to understand a 

concept’s position within the discursive world. The positions are not fixed, and the change 

of conceptual position can be either a slow and deliberate process, or a quick change. 

Hegemony and suppressed belongs within the universe of the undiscussed. They are as close 

to closure and unhurried change as it gets, while nostalgia, periphery, and avant-garde are 

found in the universe of discourse, avant-garde being the most active and transformative of 

the three.  

Seemingly similar discourses, concentrated around similar concepts, appear in different 

social realities with different frames of references and narratives (Schulz-Forberg, 2014: 22). 

This is why it is important to be aware of the development of separate conceptual histories, 

and individual social and political patterns when a comparison is to take place. At the same 

time, the similarities should not be underplayed, as families of concepts create a foundation 

of comparison. The possible conceptual positions and dynamics will, in combination with 

critical discourse analysis and discursive theory, be essential as liberalism, the good society 

and the welfare state are mapped out in political discourses. 

2.5 Liberalism as Point of Departure 
Discourses cannot be analyzed without a proper context and background – or knowledge of 

social practice. Liberalism is an appropriate point of departure because it sets the stage for 

discursive analysis of political matters. Liberalism has for a long time had a claim on world 

order and advocates its own principles as the answer to what makes a ‘good society’. 

However, it is a multifaceted concept found at the very core of Koselleck’s critique and crisis. 

Liberalism’s long and turbulent history proves this position, and the product of this journey 

is found in liberalism’s distinct variations. Having the overall idea of what liberalism entails, 

creates a platform of analysis and an understanding of contextual differences. This is 
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invaluable when later building a framework based on different aspects of liberalism, and 

when diving into the discursive struggles.  

Because liberalism is responsible for creating and shaping the Western society we know 

today, it seems to be fitting point of departure (Bell, 2012: 682). It is fair to say that our 

present status, including its hegemonic values, ideas, concepts and discourses have been 

influenced by a strong liberal foundation at the same time as it as a traditional ideology is 

challenged by new ideological constellations. Thus, liberalism is a nodal point within the 

political discourse of our modern era of critique and crisis. All other signs and concepts of 

this discourse get their meaning in relation to and according to liberalism, regardless of 

whether or not they are in agreement with its basic principles.  

3. Theory - Liberalism as Politics  

 Liberalism is not a matter of choice to be offered alongside other systems of political belief, 

 but “the foundation of our system of political understanding”    

 (Freeden, 2009: 260, Anderson, 1990: 198). 

In accordance with this statement, I see liberalism as something that is not an independent 

political belief, but an underlying and overarching system that steers how we understand 

politics, both in theory and in practice. I understand liberalism as something that has been 

and something contemporary, and consequently also something that has developed and 

changed in the course of history. I understand liberalism as the construction of the 

contemporary Western society and as a deep-rooted way to organize and operationalize the 

state and the society in order to fulfill the promise of a good society. Thus, I understand 

liberalism as politics.  

When looking at the spreading and manifestations of liberalism, both a common core and 

different adaptions and interpretations are obvious. This indicates a localization and 

nationalization of liberalism which is especially obvious when examining separate states’ 

politics and the proposed operationalizations. The politics and policies in a society can be 

viewed as the materialization of the past and a live and constantly evolving indicator on that 

certain society’s well-being. How should government be exercised to provide the expected 

standard of living, and what then, is good governance? Liberalism, and more specifically the 

politics of liberalism, answers these questions (Kuehnelt-Leddihn, 1997: 44).  

I see politics as a combination of historical moments and movements, available concepts and 

discourses, and philosophical tools and ideas. These elements are all represented in Michael 
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Freeden’s three fundamental pillars of liberalism; liberalism as history, liberalism as ideology 

and liberalism as philosophy. Thus, I build my framework on Freeden’s perspectives in order 

to create an understanding of liberalism’s complex and substantial position in society. 

Liberalism as history means that liberalism can be understood as a narrative that describes 

the development of a belief system, and the liberation of individuals and groups. Liberalism 

as ideology is a perspective that focuses on the construction of political concepts and the 

pattern of concepts that is associated with liberalism. Finally, liberalism as philosophy means 

that liberalism can be seen as a modelling device that indicates and steers what a just and free 

society means (Freeden, 2009: 5). 

Thus, liberalism as politics is a holistic hybrid-perspective that explores and combines 

Freeden’s perspectives, and actualizes and operationalizes their separate inputs. It is not a 

historical idea that has established itself as a philosophy, which again has developed an 

ideology used to promote politics – it is not linear. Instead, these classifications of liberalism 

continuously influence and stimulate each other, as every grouping is more or less fluid and 

more or less challenged by both external issues and internal conflicts and imbalances. Thus, 

liberalism is not just the constitutive ideology of the West, it is also a constituted truth 

produced and reproduced by its own products. This shows that the different categorizations 

of liberalism are helpful to understand the complexity of the term, but it also demonstrates 

that it is not a question about either or, but that liberalism is history at the same time as it is 

ideology and philosophy, and especially important in this context – it is the hybrid of all of 

the above and it provides a constructed political sphere where both reproduction and change 

is possible, and where agents can influence the discourses through intentional and 

unintentional use of concepts.  

To be able to constructively use liberalism as a core concept, it is essential to map out the 

underlying understanding of what liberalism means, not just in general, but at this time, in 

this context and for this purpose. As I see it, the current goal of liberalism as politics is to 

reach the ‘good society’, and the means to be used are ultimately variations of the welfare 

state. Liberalism, the good society and the welfare state thus make up a trilogy that is 

important in the contemporary West, especially considering the politics that are pursued and 

the consequences experienced. The interpretations and applications of these concepts varies 

and creates uncertainty, especially as pressure is experienced and politics altered. Combined, 

the pillars of liberalism and trilogy of concepts provide a sufficient framework to make sense 

of the ongoing political discourses in the Western world.  
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3.1 The Trilogy of Concepts 

3.1.1 What is Liberalism?  

Liberalism is a label that has meant various things to different people and in different 

societies, both as a temporal and spatial matter, and within historical, ideological, 

philosophical and political perspectives. That being said, the past centuries have offered and 

established a toolkit of specific values and core principles that are connected to liberalism 

and liberalism’s position in society. To create a general understanding and a foundation for 

further exploration, it is fruitful to briefly identify the major currents and main principles of 

liberalism.  

Liberalism is constituted by principles of a free market, freedom and the rule of law. These 

key aspects are commonly recognized as the foundation of liberalism, and represent a 

common core, a red thread which is drawn across states and societies. Classical liberalism 

and social liberalism represent the two main currents of thought and ideal types within 

liberalism. The classical liberalism of John Locke, argues that freedom from coercion is the 

only real freedom. He advocates economic liberalism/laissez-fair economic policies and 

minimal economic interference and taxation, because such intervention limits the economic 

freedom of the individual (Zuckert, 2002: 312). Further, classical liberalism is in opposition 

to the welfare state and challenges the idea of the state as responsible for anything but its 

citizens’ fundamental liberty, peace, security and property rights (Maloberti, 2012: 22). 

Classical liberalism is often associated with a passive state and conservative ideas. Social 

Liberalism, on the other hand, promotes an active state and a progressive taxation system that 

can secure real freedom for healthy and educated citizen that are free from poverty and 

discrimination. Social liberalism endorses a strong safety net and egalitarian principles and 

is thus inspired by John Rawls’ principles on justice and a just society based on fairness 

(Zuckert, 2002: 312). 

Consequently, we see that even though the two currents are built on the same principles, there 

are disagreements especially regarding government involvement, economic intervention and 

the relation between individualism and equality. These currents indicate different 

perspectives on what the good society should look like. 

3.1.2 What is the Good Society? 

The US is in many ways a major actor in transnational and international matters. It is a 

country that for hundreds of years has attracted people from all corners of the world, because 

of what it stands for and what it offers; a future in the land of opportunities and a piece of the 



- LIBERALISM AS POLITICS - 

14 

 

“American Dream”. At the same time, the economic and social policies common in the 

Nordic countries, embedded in the Scandinavian/Nordic welfare model, are often put 

forward as a template for other states to follow when searching for the good society 

(Brochmann et al., 2010: 310). This “Scandinavian Dream” can be viewed as an alternative 

to the “American Dream”. Hence, the US and Norway both have important positions in the 

world society when focusing upon questions about the ideal, prosperous and good society – 

or the perceptions of this society.  

What makes a ‘good society’? Aristotle answered this when he claimed a good society to be 

“a society that enables its members to lead a good life” (Christofferson et al., 2013: 1). While 

his answer seems fitting, the statement needs elaboration due to a minor, but important, 

contradiction found in the difference between the Norwegian and American society: Should 

the focus be on how the good society can enable its members to lead good lives, or should 

the emphasis be on how individuals leading the good lives will accumulate in an overall good 

society? Based on this, we have to ask ourselves; what makes a ‘good society’ and what 

makes a ‘good life’, where can this be found, who is it by, and who is it for?  

These questions can be approached in at least two different ways, which separated may be 

informative, but inadequate when looking at the complex political climate. However, if 

combined, they may give a proper understanding of the complexity of the concept of the good 

society and the operationalization of it. We can identify the good society by (1) looking at 

quantitative research and results which identifies human and social development, economic 

development, perception of well-being and wealth, or by (2) considering the socially 

constructed meaning of the good society and thus also the good life within separate societies. 

(1) In 2015, Norway was ranked the best country to live in by United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) for the 12th year in a row (UNDP, 2015: 61). The US came in 8th, and 

is thus also very strong on human development. However, when examining the results, it is 

possible to trace clear and significant distinctions between the two countries. For example, 

95% of Norwegian females and 96% Norwegian males are pleased with the freedom of 

choice they experience, while in the US 87% of the women and 86% of the men are satisfied 

with their freedom of choice. 95% of Norwegians are happy with their standard of living, 

while 74% of Americans can say the same. The tendency continues with perception of health 

care quality (82% vs 77%) and trust in national government (70% vs 35%) (UNDP, 2015: 

266). These numbers and the significant distinctions between the two highly developed 
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countries are both telling and very interesting because they portray a quantified picture of 

peoples’ quality of life, level of human development and an estimate of overall perception of 

the good society. The trust in government is especially interesting for two reasons. First, the 

scores on this issue are considerably lower than the scores measured on the other issues, and 

second, the countries have seen opposite developments of trust. The Human Development 

Reports from 2013 and 2014 show that the US went from 38% to 35% trust in government 

and stayed on this percentage in 2015, while Norway experienced a significant positive 

development, as the trust went from 54% to 66%, and then to 70% in 2015 (UNDP, 2013: 

174, UNDP, 2014: 220). While this objective system and statistics are useful for both national 

and international knowledge and understanding, and work as a great backdrop for further 

analysis, the results do not explain the individual countries’ qualitative reasoning, prioritizing 

and justification of what the good society means and should mean. Such a comprehensive 

understanding can be reached by looking at the ideology behind the results, and the concepts 

and meanings used to fill this ideology with meaning.  

(2) ‘The good society’ is an ideal within liberalism and a heavily contested concept which 

actors strive to lock their own meaning to in order to reach definition power, and thus be the 

provider of the good life. In order to explain the good society within this discourse, we have 

to identify the relevant political concepts within liberalism as ideology. I already categorized 

liberalism as the nodal point in the Western society, and the good society as liberalism’s 

objective. Therefore, all concepts and floating signifiers will get their meaning in accordance 

with these privileged signs. The welfare state is a very relevant concept here, because it is 

recognized as a valid normative order, which makes citizens participants in political and 

social processes (Schulz-Forberg, 2012: 3). The welfare state is often considered the provider 

of the good society and the good life. However, the concept of welfare state has no fixed 

meaning, and discursive struggles make sure that alternative ideal structures and different 

perceptions challenge each other and keep the discussion on best practice going. 

3.1.3 What is a Welfare State? 

The modern welfare state is said to originate from the social policies introduced to the 

German Empire by the then Chancellor Otto won Bismarck in the late 19th century. The 

objective was to establish social insurances and legislations, and allow citizens to contribute 

and participate in social and political processes as free and independent individuals. The 

welfare state was an attempt to unite the individualist ideas of liberalism with an active and 

intervening government in order to secure both economic and social prosperity for the people. 
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Because the establishment of the different states’ distinctive welfare systems depend on each 

country’s individual political processes, historic developments and relationship between 

state, society and citizen, it is not surprising that different variations of the system appeared 

and settled (Schulz-Forberg, 2012: 2).  

Gøsta Esping-Andersen (2014: 143-144) identifies three different welfare state regimes 

depending on the arrangement between state, market and family. First, he points out the 

liberal, or minimal, welfare state which is means-tested and modest, and encourages the 

market to contribute in private welfare arrangements. This model is practiced in the US. 

Second, Esping-Andersen identifies the rather conservative and corporatist premarket 

welfare state where rights are attached to status and class, and family is the main provider for 

welfare. Finally, as seen in Norway, we have the social-democratic welfare state that, based 

on principles of universalism and de-commodification of social rights, promotes “equality of 

the highest standard”. The overall idea with this maximal welfare state is that when all 

benefit, everyone is also dependent and will most likely feel obligated to pay and contribute 

(Esping-Andersen, 2014: 144-145).  

Thus, the welfare state is not just a national answer to development and prosperity, but rather 

an international system of alternative regimes where states develop their own ideal versions. 

This development is inspired by the state’s own perspective on best practice and on how other 

states have approached the search for the good society and implemented this to ensure 

domestic welfare.  

3.2 The Pillars of Liberalism 

3.2.1 Liberalism as History 

The importance of liberalism’s history and the development of its many variations are crucial 

when looking at today’s political climate and operationalization of the good society. It is 

important to acknowledge liberalism as not just a consistent line of thought through history, 

but also as a mixture of arguments, that has appeared in various ways depending the given 

historical context. Therefore, to really understand liberalism, there is a need to both 

historicize and contextualize (Jackson and Stears, 2012: 95). 

The Enlightenment intellectuals of the 17th century made liberalism into something of great 

intellectual and political importance in the Western world, and liberalism is for many defined 

as the constitutive ideology of the West (Bell, 2012: 682). John Locke, one of the 

Enlightenment’s most influential thinkers, recognized as “the father of liberalism”, 

introduced the original liberalism with a focus dedicated to life, liberty and property, and the 
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state’s obligation to preserve these natural rights (Zuckert, 2007: 266-267). The narrative of 

liberalism has largely been built on Locke’s core concepts and focused on the abolishment 

of oppression to preserve liberation of individuals and groups (Freeden, 2009: 5). This 

liberation included the dismissal of the authoritarian state, self-rule through parliamentary 

institutions, conservation of civil liberties and finally preservation of capitalism and 

principles of laissez-fair. In many places, this period represented a reality of revolutions and 

changes in political and moral standards. Thus, liberalism appeared in a world in movement, 

a world in growth and with emerging advancements, and a world bidding to be a counterpart 

to backwardness and to the old and fixed world (Fawcett, 2014: 31). Based on these 

characterizations, in the context and time in which they arose, liberalism was an ideology 

focused on the individual and the relation between the state, the economy and the society. In 

the 20th century, a Marxist emphasis was added, and liberalism thus represented a belief 

system which was advocated by the middle class with the incentive to challenge traditional 

powers “in the name of universal values of equality and liberty” (Ho, 2011: 48, Schulz-

Forberg, 2013: 234-235). 

Even though liberalism was perceived as both convincing and durable with a deep-rooted 

and long-standing hegemonic position in the society, it faltered in the crisis of the 1930s after 

the Great War. This was a result of changes and internal contradictions in the political 

climate, especially relating to the rise of systematic exclusion as a challenging force to the 

universal rights, the growth of syndicalism, and the maintenance of imperialism and 

expansions of Western hegemony (Ho, 2011: 49-50). Liberalism’s methods and principles 

did not provide stability and peace as expected, and a series of destructive events in the early 

20th century shattered the confidence of liberalism’s promoters. Order and social change were 

sorely needed as the liberal nightmare and ideological crisis generated support to 

substitutions such as socialism and fascism (Schulz-Forberg, 2013: 233, 265-267). These 

alternatives did not get a strong foothold, but left considerable and historically important 

footprints. Thus, national incoherencies, contradictions and conflicting authorities were 

durable enough to threaten the liberal dream (Fawcett, 2014: 128-132). The crisis however, 

was not invincible. 

The ideas connected to planning through a strong state, control and regulation were 

challenged by escalating efforts of rethinking liberalism. By the 1980s, liberal ideas were 

once again accepted as orthodoxies in Western societies. Because of the critiques and crises, 

and continuously returning turbulences of successes and failures, the democratic liberalism 
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that emerged was “hardened and chastened” (Fawcett, 2014: 129). Though improved and a 

more stable version of itself, continuous alterations were necessary as liberalism’s ideas and 

ideals were under scrutiny. At the same time as the freedom and independence of the 

individual were questioned, inequality increased as wealth spread unevenly, both 

domestically and internationally. The predictability, capability and effectivity of government 

increased as people asked more of it (Fawcett, 2014: 130-132). This development and the 

pulse of society resulted in a second chance for liberalism, a historic compromise with 

democracy, and the beginning of liberal democracy as a Western norm and as a good society 

to live. This synthesis was troublesome, because democracy advocated equality as focal 

point, which in many ways can be viewed as the antithesis of liberty (Kuehnelt-Leddihn, 

1997: 44). Nevertheless, Western societies followed this model, and grew to become more 

and more alike, with similar problems and a common, newfound belief in the arrival of the 

liberal dream (Fawcett, 2014: 248-250). The challenge, then, became to balance the concepts 

of individualism and equality and uphold the cultivated belief in the agency of both the 

individual and the political society (Freeden, 2009: 258) 

3.2.2 Liberalism as Ideology 

Liberalism’s narrative is a collective narrative, created by a long history of conversations, 

reactions, evolutionary improvements and a transnationally shared foundation (Freeden, 

2009: 12). Both the US and Norway participate in this common liberal conversation, but their 

individualities and national experiences cannot be underplayed. It is important to be aware 

of the history of liberalism, and use this as a backdrop when looking deeper into the specifics 

of the ideology. No social and political matter of this kind can gain importance isolated, and 

history can say just as much, if not more, about a concept as the present. When looking 

beyond the historical narrative, liberalism is often categorized as an ideology, meaning “an 

actually identifiable configuration of specified political concepts” (Freeden, 2009: 5), and a 

“shared set of policy preferences that unite people” (Noel, 2013: 14). Further, ideology 

creates group affiliation and accounts for the distribution of preferences in society (Noel, 

2013: 38). 

Some will argue that conflict, resistance to power, progress and respect are the most 

important concepts when organizing the fluid story of liberalism (Fawcett, 2014: 10), while 

others would pinpoint rationalism, equality, a government with limited ends, consent and the 

right of revolution and constitutionalism as focal features (Zuckert, 2007: 266-268). The 

alternatives are many, but liberty, equality, progress and individuality are obvious, unifying 
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and widely acknowledged examples on historically important concepts within liberalism 

(Freeden, 2009: 5).  

One pivotal tension of liberalism is the tension between the core values of individualism and 

equality. The meaning and importance of these fluid concepts, are decided on a basis of 

separate historical narratives and discursive struggles. In addition, the discourse should 

preferably maintain a balance of the core concepts, as imbalance might result in incoherence. 

I see conceptual imbalance as an interior issue with exterior consequences, and as a situation 

where different and interdependent key concepts within a discourse challenge each other and 

struggle to be the hegemon. Imbalance leads to instability and vulnerability, because a 

discourse in imbalance might be less likely to prosper and be of significance. However, 

there’s also the possibility of deliberative imbalance; imbalance used by politicians as aware 

producers of discourses to underpin the need of change and thus promote their political 

sentiment. Thus, balance might be the preferred status in a good society, while imbalance 

may be an effective tool to promote change and a different good society.  

3.2.3 Liberalism as Philosophy 

Liberalism as philosophy is a modeling device that is projecting universal ground rules for a 

just and free society, as well as rules that uphold fairness, individual rights and equality for 

all (Freeden, 2009: 5). Thus, society, humanity and the relation between the two occupy the 

center stage of liberalism. Liberalism is a widespread intellectual tradition that discusses the 

important principles and ideas of the modern world. As such, it is fluid indeed, but also a 

deep-rooted and naturalized guidance system and a recognized truth. Liberalism cannot be 

limited to a historical narrative or a selection of concepts, because despite different narratives, 

different definitions of core concepts and various conceptual positions, there is an undeniable 

common foundation that influences and guides the discursive struggles. The status of 

liberalism as philosophy is undeniably very interesting, not only because of its fundamental 

position in society and history, but also because of how this commonsensical modeling device 

structures the way we think, speak, act and interact both socially and politically. Liberalism 

as philosophy is relevant in this context, because as discourses and our current world view 

are built on this belief system, the belief system will be challenged as our foundational 

perspectives are questioned and pressured in meeting with external crises. Both ideology and 

philosophy interact with concrete practices in society, and are thus action-oriented as they 

both interfere with and are influenced by people’s and peoples’ agencies.  
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The good society, no matter how it is perceived and promoted, is not only facing internal and 

discursive struggles, but also external pressure. This challenges what is defined as the good 

society and questions how this good society and its foundation can be maintained when 

dealing with current issues in the physical world. This is challenging liberalism as philosophy 

because external pressure and critique can both actualize and change the provided ground 

rules. A realization of such a pressure on the foundation may lead us to challenge the status 

quo and make changes in the way we think, speak, and interact. This way, it is possible, and 

sometimes necessary, to create new perspectives of our own realities and prospects, adapted 

to the change we see around us. Only by following this kind of development and strive to 

make changes in the viewpoints and thinking of society, articulations and actions can be 

justified in the name of a well-founded philosophy.  

The series of crisis we have seen and experienced so far in the 21st century has resulted in 

challenges across the field, especially related to international migration and demographic 

change, economic development, transformation of class structure and ideological changes 

(Alestalo et al., 2009: 17-26). Conflict, environmental disasters, hunger and political 

persecution have forced millions of people to leave their homes to get to a safer and better 

place, a place where the good life is within reach and the good society prevails. This serves 

as a challenge on the systemic level, at the domestic level and obviously also the individual 

level, for “us” and “them” and the relation between the two. The pressure on “our” welfare 

system and “our” good society and reality is evident. How we deal with it now, and how we 

are to deal with it in the future is important both in an international community and 

humanitarian context, but also regarding politics and policies. Do we have to change our 

philosophy and systems in order to face this crisis, or are changes in ideology and concepts 

enough to handle the pressure and answer to the distress? This kind of dynamics and 

adaptations have a tendency to materialize in domestic politics as states feel threatened and 

exposed. Political changes of this sort can appear slowly over time, but can also be a rather 

abrupt reaction. Patterns of change can be identified both in the ongoing political discourse 

and in series of actions based on alterations in the historical, ideological and philosophical 

perspectives of liberalism as constitutive ideology.  

3.3 The Globalization-Localization Nexus 
The idea of globalization is essential when looking at the development and expansion of 

liberalism. Globalization is a typical buzzword, which repeatedly is defined, challenged, 

rejected and redefined. However, the term’s diversity and flexibility does not limit its 
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relevance. On the contrary, the contestations of the meaning of globalization has resulted in 

a dynamic term that embraces the many perspectives and changes of our complex reality. 

Often, globalization is featured as a development that is both accommodating freedoms and 

increasing interconnectedness. The subsequent diffusion of practices and ideas, and the 

notion that the world is one unit, exposed to the same opportunities as well as common threats 

and dangers, help understanding the dynamics of liberalism and its widespread influence 

(Geertz, 2005: 6-7, Held and McGrew, 2003: 3). 

Within liberalism, one can agree on the basic principles of world order and which codes to 

structure society around. Liberalism is a success story, and its support is historically 

unprecedented (Sørensen, 2007: 21). However, there are disagreements regarding the actual 

substance of this order, how to get there, what this reality should mean, and what it should 

offer people and states. It is important to be aware of these dilemmas, because if liberalism 

is historically, ideologically and philosophically as superior in our time as mapped out here, 

the tensions of liberalism are also the core issues in the present world order (Sørensen, 2007: 

23).  

We are witnessing global and domestic dynamics where some have more than they need, 

while others have less than they need. This bias includes everything from health and wealth 

to power and influence. In a world composed in this way, the good society will appear as 

relative, and a concept that is highly dependent on discourse, context and history in order to 

be of meaning to the people who are actually seeking ‘the good society’ here and now. The 

link between distinctive developments of liberalism and liberalism as an international model 

is of great importance, and can be further elaborated upon by looking at liberalism as 

something more than a local or global historical narrative, but rather a glocal institution 

(Pieterse, 2013: 11). This means that a multilevel approach must be used in order to see the 

similarities and differences between the entities. The following outline of the US’ and 

Norway’s separate developments, globalization-localization nexuses and interpretations of 

the good society as welfare states, will ultimately lead to an understanding of their current 

political behavior. 
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PART III: BACKGROUND 
 

4. Liberalism in the United States 

Liberalism has had great impact both socially and politically in the US ever since the country 

was founded on Locke’s liberal ideas, and the Bill of Rights was written and applied 

according to those principles. It is said that America at the time was characterized with an 

explicit political purity – an innocence that Europe did not have because of the long history 

of revolutions and the social hierarchy of feudalism. The absence of feudalism and the 

absence of a genuine revolutionary tradition might just be the key societal feature when trying 

to explain the persistency of liberalism without any major interruptions from rivalry 

ideologies in the US political climate (Hartz, 1991: 5). The development in the US was thus 

built on liberalism’s family of concepts, and driven by the desire for national independence 

more than social change and social order.  

This early liberalism was succeeded by classical liberalism, which focused on free markets, 

individual rights and responsibilities, and a government that should govern as little as 

possible (Maloberti, 2012). The development of the society, including an increasingly 

complex industrial condition, forced more governmental intervention and the willingness to 

alter the view of the state’s power in society shows that the liberal tradition might have been 

more concerned with the goals of the tradition than the method. Thus, in the early 20th 

century, government interference and social reforms were initiated. The modern liberalism 

which arose in the in the late 19th- early 20th century, focused on liberal ideas of civil liberties, 

equality, social justice and mixed economy. It was within this period that liberal reforms 

redefined what liberalism should mean in the American society by introducing notions of 

social welfare. Theodore Roosevelt introduced New Nationalism, and stated that “the man 

who wrongly holds that every human right is secondary to his profit must now give way to 

the advocate of human welfare” (Roosevelt, 1910: 50), while Woodrow Wilson later 

introduced the program New Freedom, which focused on individual rights, but also 

government as an institution that should “not stop with the protection of life, liberty and 

property, (…)[but] serve every convenience of society” (Wilson, 1918). Franklin D. 

Roosevelt’s acclaimed New Deal was introduced to deal with the social condition and 

economic downturn of the Great Depression. Roosevelt asserted that the federal government 

has a “responsibility for the broader public welfare” and that “it will soon fulfill that 
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responsibility” (Roosevelt, 1932). Thus, from the 1930s and onwards, the minimal welfare 

state became an important institution. 

Americans dedicated to liberalism continued to be scattered in various directions. A new left 

promoting socialist planning and a right wing that was looking back to the classic liberalism 

challenged the modern liberalism, and this resulted in the establishment of a middle way 

called neoliberalism. Neoliberalism became a moderate alternative and a significant 

institution as it embraced deregulation of the economy, liberalization of the market, and 

liberty through competition and privatization as a supplement to the basic public safety net 

(Steger and Roy, 2010: 14). When it got strong foothold in the 1970/80s postwar consensus, 

neoliberalism became more radical through the economic theories and thoughts of Friedrich 

August von Hayek, who wanted to revive classical liberalism, and Milton Friedman, who 

developed and advocated monetarism. They both sought to challenge the dominance of the 

more intervention friendly ideas of John Maynard Keynes, which had been dominating since 

the Great Depression and had inspired ‘the golden age of controlled capitalism’ (Steger and 

Roy, 2010: 6-7,15-17). 

This means that during a time of economic downturn and negative national unemployment 

rates in the 1980s, the US implemented significant labor market and wage flexibility that 

resulted in reduction of minimum wages, decrease in social assistance benefits and the 

continuation of the lean welfare state (Esping-Andersen, 1996: 15-17). The social democratic 

tradition was only partly and with limitations accepted through programs like Social Security, 

Medicare and Medicaid, employment insurance and food stamps. Because of this limitation, 

the US experienced rising inequality and poverty. This shows that progressive minds already 

in the 20th century argued that government could and should improve disadvantaged citizens’ 

situation by intervening in the economy, and ensure extensive health care through a 

guaranteed security net. It was argued that a strong and powerful government should be 

embraced because of its potential to unite freedom and individualism, with equality (Noel, 

2013: 1-3). This progressive aim to accumulate support for such measures and thus reach 

balance of concepts, seemed doable at the time, but has proven to be difficult through the 

century.  

What tends to be recognized as the good society in the US is starkly connected to the strong 

promotion of individualism through individuals’ opportunities to take charge of their own 

future and thus fulfill their “American Dream” without the intervention of the state. In the 
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American political discourse, this individual opportunity is one of the most valued goods 

(Bellah, 1997: 387). Thus, individuality is a concept with hegemonic position within the 

American good society. At the same time, we can see a continuous quest for community, 

solidarity and equality in the fundamental ideas of “liberty and justice for all”: equality of 

opportunity, rights and responsibilities. Both individualism and equality are thus important 

concepts in the narrative of the American history, and both have largely influenced the 

construction of the American society we see today. It seems hard, however, to strike a balance 

between the two. Instead, when these questions are politicized and operationalized, we see 

an extreme individualism that looks at common good through equality as an unlikely mission 

of left-wing utopians, that should be written off as European influenced and unrealistic 

socialists (Dionne, 2012a: 4, 6, 14).  

A balance between the two concepts could provide a productive foundation in which people 

would feel both liberalized and secure. The disproportion can also be seen when discussing 

the structure, purpose and presence of the welfare state; what it should entail, who it should 

be for and to what extent it should intervene in people’s independence. The American welfare 

state is indeed a combination between individualism and equality, but as long as conceptual 

imbalance is upheld, and concepts keep being locked in their positions, the welfare state is 

unlikely to change and reach the consensus it is lacking today. Putting this into the context 

of the historic development of the welfare state, we see that with a great focus on individual 

opportunity, poor people were perceived as lazy free riders rather than unfortunate. This 

enhances the prioritization of individuality over equality. People in need of welfare in the US 

have, through scapegoating, been identified and interpellated as an out-group, as a “them” in 

opposition to the “us”. This use of master signifiers and prejudice resulted in an attitude 

against expansion of the welfare state, against redistribution of wealth and subsequently also 

less unity, less community and less equality. The “white resistance” to the expansion of 

welfare programs is tied to the historical image of the welfare state as disproportionally 

benefitting racial minorities, and the continuation of this fear might be connected to the 

increased skepticism to immigrants and their position in the American system (Hero and 

Preuhs, 2006: 121-122).  

Since the conceptual imbalance between equality and individualism is at the heart of the 

American history, an imbalance will necessarily create trouble in the operationalization of 

the good society. The concept of equality is discarded as it constitutes a constraint to the 

individuals’ opportunities. Subsequently, as the preferred concept of the two, individualism 
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get even greater discursive attention, and thus it also reaches greater importance when politics 

are developed. 

5. Liberalism in Norway  

Liberalism’s entry in Norway can be traced back to the 18th century when Norway was part 

of the Danish autocracy, and a multiethnic and enlightened despotism characterized by ideas 

of economic liberalism. Following this, Norway entered a union with Sweden, with internal 

political autonomy and democracy. Norway got its own constitution in 1814 and this event 

is claimed to be a constitutional breakthrough and the beginning of institutional liberalism in 

Norway (Sørensen, 2001: 35). 1814-1884 was an epoch of classical liberalism in Norway, 

highly informed by the international wave of liberalism. The elite’s liberal modernizing and 

legislation strategy contributed to a truly hegemonic and very successful liberal presence 

across the nation. Eventually, Norway became a country with an active and efficient, but 

nonetheless limited state that served as both facilitator and modernizer (Sørensen, 1991: 

paragraph 22). Free trade became a key aspect, and the Rule of Law, legal security and the 

rights of the individuals were introduced and adapted to national context and to the goals of 

the hegemons (Sørensen, 2001: 113-115).  

A crisis for democracy and the so-called “death of liberalism” arrived Norway in the 1930s, 

like it did in large parts of Europe. This was an awakening after the wars and after being 

consoled with the illusion of material progress in the 1920s. It was a manifestation of the 

eternal waves of critique and crisis; it served as a reality check, and crushed the hopes for 

stability, peace and the liberal dream. Increasing unemployment, economic crisis and 

decreased production made 1931 the worst year of the Norwegian economy in the 20th 

century. The social security net was not solid enough, and collective ideas and transition of 

values influenced by fascism and nationalism arose (Dahl, 2001: 163-170, 293-295). This led 

to a transition where national identity and common interests became an obvious part of the 

nation building and the rising welfare state (Brochmann et al., 2010: 217). That being said, 

underlying principles of liberalism were not forgotten as the country experienced social and 

economic betterment with low unemployment, growth and demand for labor. The politics 

were thus articulated based on a wish to keep mobilizing and keep the workforce active, 

happy and healthy. Here, both the individual and the society were in focus, and the 

Norwegian state established itself as a welfare state by institutionalizing insurance and by 
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promising that no one would be left behind (Brochmann et al., 2010: 217-218, Alestalo et al., 

2009: 15).  

After 1945, the state’s jurisdiction and expenditure grew, and the center-to-left-wing Labor 

Party (Arbeiderpartiet, abbr. AP) became the supreme party in Norway. The non-democratic 

and totalitarian solutions and protectionist thoughts of the early 20th century were discredited, 

and the basic principles and values stemming from liberalism were continued (Sørensen, 

1991). In the 1960s and 1970s, Norway had a promising growth rate much thanks to 

restructuring of industries and sectors to adapt to the continuous advancement. Especially 

important was the growth of the public sector, and the increasingly profitable oil industry. To 

match this development, Norway experienced a shift towards active labor market policies 

and expansion of the welfare state and social services (Esping-Andersen, 1996: 11-12). This 

overall progress made people believe in the state as problem solver and provider, even when 

the original version of liberalism returned as political ideology in the 1970s.  

The Nordic welfare model is the product of 20th century’s waves of critique and crisis of 

liberalism, supplemented with inputs from other ideological perspectives. Just like in the US, 

the welfare state provides an example of how the principles of liberalism can interact in the 

same institution. The Nordic model can be said to be based on three principles; stateness, 

universalism and equality. First of all, the Nordic model shows a close a positive relation 

between the state and the people and a stateness that suggests soft impact on intermediary 

structures (Alestalo et al., 2009: 4). Second, the Nordic model is a system of universal social 

rights where everyone pays and everyone benefits (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 27-28). Not only 

did the state want to enable the population to lead a good life and avoid segregation of poor 

people – the universalistic approach was both pragmatic and time efficient. These were 

important matters in a time where nation-building and modernization were in focus, and 

states tried to dissociate from the war and the experienced exclusion (Alestalo et al., 2009: 

5). Third, equality serves as a principle that is crucial in the Nordic countries’ provision of 

the good life. Nordic countries are characterized by minor class, income and gender 

differences, which now is embedded in a modern class structure of egality. In Norwegian, 

this is known as likhetsidealet (ideal of equality) and holds an important distinction between 

likhet (similarity) and likeverd (equality). Likhetsidealet and the welfare state were originally 

based on likhet within a rather homogenous society, while the ideal principle we attribute to 

the welfare state today is the principle of likeverd and equal opportunities for a constantly 

evolving multicultural and diverse society (Alestalo et al., 2009: 5-6, Brochmann et al., 2010: 
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220-221). Thus, we see that the concept of equality historically has had a hegemonic position 

in the Norwegian good society. With this strong emphasis on equality, the notion of equality’s 

conceptual contrast has been placed in the periphery, and thus individualism has been 

disregarded as a constituent concept. Individuality is regarded as a possible limitation to the 

individual, instead of an asset, because individuality doesn’t only mean individual rights, but 

also less communal solidarity and less social infrastructure. Even though individualism in 

general is downplayed as less important, and placed in the periphery, the model displays an 

implicit emphasis on the notion. The welfare state starts and ends with individuals, and their 

duties to contribute and rights to lead a good life. Maybe the equality is overplayed in the 

description of the Nordic welfare state, or maybe the implicit coexistence of the two is an 

indicator of a conceptual balance. What seem clear however, is that the Norwegian welfare 

state provides a strong sense of solidarity, support of redistribution and responsibility for the 

community.  

6. Liberty and Change 

The different definitions of the good society seem to be based on whether the individual or 

the community, through trust in the state, should be in charge of providing the good life. 

Individuality and equality, balanced and embodied in the welfare state, are thus means to 

reach the goal of the good society. Freeden’s concept of freedom is essential here, because it 

is a focal concept in both countries, and even though it has different meanings, it boosts the 

discourse and may be regarded as a defining concept in the discourse of the good society. 

Freedom, or liberty, has a central position and high status within liberalism as liberalism can 

be seen as a liberty narrative. This includes various victories of freedom, ranging from the 

constitutional freedom in the 19th century followed by economic freedom, and finally 

democratic freedom in the 20th century (Fawcett, 2014: 18). Even though we might speak of 

different perceptions of freedom, both societies value the freedom of the individual and 

prioritize freedom as crucial to development and progress. Norway is mainly focused on 

providing positive liberty, meaning the creation of a society and a collectiveness 

characterized by the absence of external obstacles, barriers or constraint. The US, on the other 

hand, emphasized negative liberty, meaning the opportunity of actions, and the possibility of 

individual actors to control their own lives and to flourish through self-fulfillment (Fawcett, 

2014: 281) .  
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Consequently, as long as extensive social security is discredited, a minimal welfare state, 

individualism, and negative freedom seem to be the better options in order to lead a good and 

prosperous life in the US. Both historical development, the created social division, and 

discourses have contributed in making the American good society a society of individuals 

focusing on their own good life. The American society enables this version of a good life, 

and is thus to be perceived as a good society. In Norway, social security has great and 

widespread support, the maximal welfare state is highly appreciated, and concepts such as 

equality and positive freedom have hegemonic importance. The history of nation building 

and increased solidarity in the 20th century outplayed social division and set the focus on how 

trust in the state and togetherness could provide a good society. Thus, the US has traditionally 

focused on the good life through freedom found in autonomy, while Norway has focused on 

the good society through embedded freedom.  

The discourses, concepts and the operationalization of the good society have changed as the 

world has gone through epochs of critique and crisis, changes in ideology and overall 

development. Western societies have experienced an increased pressure on the welfare state 

and on the perception of what the good society should look like after adjustments. The 

operationalizations varies and the political climate can either react by enhancing these 

differences and prolong their settled perspectives, or create an environment of change in 

politics and policies. These changes raise a question about the development of the liberty 

narrative, and which freedom will represent the 21st century and thus give meaning and 

purpose to political discourses and actions.  

PART IV: ANALYSIS 
 

7. Cases: The Current Political Situation 

In accordance with Fairclough’s three-dimensional model and in order to unravel and expose 

discourses, it is helpful to set the stage and create an understanding of the environment in 

which political conversations and articulations take place. Therefore, I will continue by 

providing an overview of context and political status quo in the US and in Norway. 

Discourses are created socially, but activated textually (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002: 84). 

Therefore, the specific texts selected for deconstruction and analysis will be presented in the 

following.  
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I have chosen to examine the political situation in the US and Norway because these countries 

make interesting examples on the political shift I aim to examine. Norway has gone through 

a transformation that has changed the political climate drastically, while the US currently is 

going through a presidential election recognized by new political discourses and alternative 

approaches. A comparison of the two is both appropriate and curious because of the apparent 

similarities and significant differences that are presented above. Today, both countries are 

influenced by external pressure, which has had substantial effect on the middle class’ trust in 

the elite. However, Norway and the US differ in the way the welfare state is structured, in 

the definition of the good society and in conceptual positioning. Combined, this serves as a 

good basis to expose tendencies and thus explain current political dynamics.  

7.1 The United States 
The Republican National Convention (RNC) was held in Cleveland, Ohio 18-21 July 2016. 

In the neighboring state in the East and exactly one week after, 25-28 July 2016, the 

Democratic National Convention (DNC) took place in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. These 

events marked the end of a long and intense journey to select the parties’ nominees for 

President of the United States, and to establish strong and united parties.  

Looking back at the primaries, the two strongest and most momentous voices belonged to 

Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders. Both Trump and Sanders have presented untraditional 

politics and ways, and offered alternatives on how to handle the current domestic and 

international situation. Both surprised the world, the other candidates and the American 

people with their strong presence and convincing results. In separate ways, Trump and 

Sanders both hit a nerve in the American society. Trump was an unexpected contender, whose 

success took both the public and the Republican Establishment by surprise. However, he was 

in the spotlight from the day he announced his candidacy and he relatively quickly became a 

frontrunner in the race to represent the Republican Party (GOP). Throughout the fall of 2015, 

the public’s support of his campaign continued to increase, and he made a clean sweep as he 

won state after state with a landslide as the 2016 primaries evolved. Sanders accumulated 

massive support, created a significant movement through his vision to transform the 

American system, and convincingly won 23 states in the primaries.  

I will base my analysis on Trump and Sanders, the two candidates that were in charge of both 

agenda setting and the prevailing political discourses in the primaries. The presidential 

debates they attended in the period between their announced candidacies and May 01 2016 

will be important as I look at the discourses and concepts used and disregarded. This counts 
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12 Republican Presidential Debates (RPD) and 9 Democratic Presidential Debates (DPD). 

Even though they both attended debates after May 1st, I am confident that the debates selected 

give a sufficient foundation for analysis. First, the candidates have had an adequate amount 

of time to introduce topics of interest and defend their position and views. Second, a pattern 

of resurfacing questions and repeated answers had already appeared. Finally, the primaries 

in New York on April 20th were somewhat defining events. Clinton had a big win over 

Sanders, breaking his momentum and making it close to impossible for him to reach the 

necessary delegates. Despite this setback, Sanders was determined to keep fighting, if not for 

the presidency, then for his vision and for his solid base of supporters. Medio July, Sanders 

endorsed Clinton, and in the negotiations to make this happen, Sanders pushed Clinton’s 

platform even more leftwards as he demanded the inclusion of a national minimum wage at 

$15, expansion of Social Security and low-cost public college. Clinton officially accepted 

the democratic nomination on July 28 and became historic as the first woman to represent a 

major political party in a presidential election. On the Republican stage, New York gave a 

huge win for Trump over Ted Cruz and John Kasich, giving him a proper boost in his attempt 

to secure the nomination before the RNC. May 3, Cruz suspended his candidacy, and the day 

after Kasich followed in his footsteps, making Trump the presumptive GOP nominee. Trump 

officially accepted the nomination on July 21, 2016. 

In the debates, the candidates address the voters, and this is where they present their positions 

at the same time as those positions get challenged. When doing a discourse analysis, debates 

serve as great empirical material, because articulations within a certain social context are 

exactly what enable a discussions about discourses’ meaning and position in society. 

However, it is important to be aware of the possible challenges and limitations of the data 

material. The topics that are discussed in the debates are externally decided and arguably 

influenced by media bias. The moderators and the selected questions from the audience will 

necessary lead the debate both regarding topic, approach and emotion. The debates are about 

pleasing the moderators and pandering the crowd, but not necessarily by making the better 

and more logical argument on a wide variety of issues. For example, it seems legitimate to 

undermine other candidates instead of presenting political solutions, and thus focus on 

personal branding and emotions rather than logic and reason. In addition, the debates have 

un-proportionally focused on certain candidates and certain themes at the expense of other 

candidates and issues. This means that external forces and the frames of the debates have 

influenced the discourses used by both Trump and Sanders. That being said, this whole 
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dynamic is important and can be seen as an integrated part of the overall political discourse 

in the US. The debates are also essential as I assume that most people do not read policy 

papers and action plans, but instead make their decisions and vote based on information 

obtained from debates and media. This is why I also have included the candidates’ 

Presidential Announcements as well as Sanders’ “Fair and Humane Immigration Policy” and 

Trump’s “Immigration Reform that will Make America Great Again”. The intention is to 

balance the data material and give a more grounded idea of the separate candidates’ policies.  

7.2 Norway 
In Norway, the so-called blue-blue government was inaugurated in October 2013, when the 

Conservative Party and FrP created a minority government, with parliamentary support from 

the Liberal Party and the Christian Democratic Party. The parties have since worked to create 

a common platform based on a common core, such as liberalistic and conservative values. 

This means that the established tradition of trusting different coalitions of center-left parties 

to govern was abandoned, and Norway officially joined the European right turn.  

Today, FrP is one of Europe’s most successful right wing parties (Jupskås, 2013: 5). When 

the party was established as Anders Lange’s Party in 1973, it was a one-issue party focusing 

on taxes and fees, but with time, it developed a comprehensive political platform. However, 

like many other right-wing parties, FrP is mostly known for its immigration policies and 

immigration skepticism. They have had a dominating voice in the immigration debate since 

the late 1980s, and the acceleration of immigration experienced in the past years has 

legitimized their discursive claim (Jupskås, 2013: 9-10). This discourse has now been 

neutralized and adopted by other parties, and their IDF and perspective dominates the field. 

Their approach gets more accepted every day, and the challenge of immigration gets more 

actualized, boosting FrP’s importance.  

FrP represents both a right-wing and an anti-establishment trend in Norway, and in Europe 

in general. Further, FrP is an example on how a far-right party can influence the political 

discourse and go from opposition to government. The following analysis will be based on 

FrP’s Policy Paper and Action Paper for their period in government (2013/2017). These 

documents clearly express the party’s ideology, core issues and action plans – not the 

coalition’s. They have been developed and adapted as the years have gone by and provide 

insight to the party political foundation as well as information about current positions to 

current issues. Statements from Sylvi Listhaug will be added in order to include a more 

informal way of looking at the politics, and will thus be used to exemplify and actualize the 
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findings. These have also been added in order to balance the Norwegian data material with 

the American data material, where oral statements are in the focus. It has not been my 

intention to include all of Listhaug’s contributions, and the quotes used to underline my 

points might seem both extreme and selective. That being said, what she has announced is in 

occurrence with the party politics, and is very relevant as she is largely steering FrP’s 

immigration discourse. She is recognized for her outspokenness, and she has resorted to a 

language and behavior that have accumulated a division in Norwegian immigration 

discourse. In addition, she is said to be a possible successor of the current party leader, and 

thus her presence and contributions seem both appreciated and relevant from both the party’s 

and the voter’s perspectives. In combination, the data material will provide a peephole into 

FrP’s political engine and further, it will serve to highlight the changes in Norway’s political 

climate.  

7.3 The United States and Norway – An Adequate Basis for Comparison?  
The liberalisms found in Norway and in the US have a lot in common, but the developments 

have taken separate directions. When comparing liberalism in the US and Norway, we see 

that the two variations are not just different, but also opposing. While liberalism in the US 

traditionally has been associated with left-wing politics as an opposition to the conservative, 

liberalism in Norway has traditionally been supported by the right wing end of the political 

scale. This shows a flexibility and applicability that indicates that the ideology of liberalism 

does not belong to specific parties or political branches, but rather that liberalism is an 

underlying foundation – a foundation that serves as both a guidance system and a conceptual 

tool kit. A deconstruction of discourses used can paint a picture of liberalism’s presence and 

importance in separate evolving realities.  

The main points to be obtained from the former, is that Norway and the US have a common 

basis in liberalism. Both examples struggle with external challenges and internal discursive 

struggles, and this dynamic is especially important when trying to define and reach the good 

society. When looking at and applying the concepts of individualism and equality, dynamics 

of balance and imbalance have been identified. This proves that liberalism is a transnational 

matter and a national project. Thus, Norway and the US have a common foundation and a 

common goal, but differ in their perspectives on how to define this process of progress and 

how to reach the ultimate good society in the face of pressure and crisis. 
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8. Bernie Sanders’ Good Society 

 (…) with your support and the support of millions of people throughout our country, we 

 begin a political revolution to transform our country economically, politically, socially and 

 environmentally. Today, we stand here and say loudly and clearly; enough is enough. This 

 great nation and its government belong to all of the people and not to a handful of billionaires, 

 their Super-PACs and lobbyists.1 

Bernie Sanders, Vermont senator since 2006, announced his candidacy for president 25 May 

2015. This initiated a political movement focusing on the shrinking middle class and the 

growing gap between the rich and everybody else. Sanders sees unequal distribution of 

income and wealth as one of the major issues in the US, and as an issue that must be solved 

in order to reach progress and prosperity as a united nation. He believes that a united US can 

improve domestic conditions by joining the rest of the industrial world as providers of 

universal healthcare.2 Further, Sanders wants to give power and opportunities back to the 

masses by promoting fairness, individual rights and equality for all. Thus, he relies on the 

deep rooted philosophy and guiding principles of liberalism, more specific the Rawlsian 

alternative, especially as he focuses on values and the moral aspect of the social order, and 

the relation between society and humanity. 

8.1 Political Ideology 
Sanders identifies as a democratic socialist, and thus his views are closely connected to social 

liberalism as he promotes an active state, a progressive taxation system, focus on the workers 

and egalitarian principles; 

 Democratic socialism means that we must create an economy that works for all, not just the 

 very wealthy. Democratic socialism means that we must reform a political system in America 

 today which is not only grossly unfair but, in many respects, corrupt. (…) I’m not running for 

 president because it’s my turn, but because it’s the turn of all of us to live in a nation of hope 

 and opportunity not for some, not for the few, but for all (Sanders, 2015)(my italics). 

 Those are some of the principles that I believe in, and I think we should look to countries 

 like Denmark, like Sweden and Norway, and learn from what they have accomplished for 

 their working people.3 

Sanders challenges the current political status quo and envisions an ideal American society 

free from oppression, inequality and injustice. He wants to transform the limited and opposed 

social democratic aspects which characterizes the US today, focus on the working people, 

                                                           
1 Sanders’ Announcement Speech, 26.05 
2 Sanders’ Announcement Speech, 26.05 
3 1st DPD, 13.10, Nevada 
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expand the security net in order to benefit everyone and make this the hegemonic ideal. His 

vision is crystal clear and made obvious through explicit language and rebellious rhetoric. To 

exemplify, he describes the US as an oligarchy, and he explains that his campaign is about 

“whether we can mobilize our people to take back our government from a handful of 

billionaires and create the vibrant democracy we know we can and should have”.4 Further, 

he points to the need of the American people “to know what’s going on in Washington in a 

way that they do not know”5. Only with this knowledge, a political revolution can take place, 

and when people “come together in a way that does not exist now (…), then we [can] bring 

the kind of change we need” 6  and finally stand up and say “enough is enough. This 

government belongs to us, not just the billionaires”7. Thus, Sanders is also, by definition, a 

populist, as his anti-establishment movement and unconventional solutions represents an 

opposition to the elite. 

8.2 Concepts and their Positions 
Sanders is not only following ideological patters that oppose the current political reality. He 

is also challenging the underlying ideological foundation, and the established and hegemonic 

American version of what liberalism is to mean or not mean as society progresses towards 

its objectives and goals. The overall discourse and concepts identified in Sanders’ statements, 

debate entries and suggested policies are in opposition to the established American discourse 

of the good society. With his social democratic methods and theories of social liberalism, he 

has introduced an alternative discourse. Sanders dedicated his campaign to encourage the 

American people to fight for a progressive economic agenda which ultimately will create 

jobs, raise wages and provide health care for all. He has done so by drawing upon a discourse 

that seems to be more Scandinavian than American, and his version of the good society 

focuses on the importance of a new understanding of equality, equitably and freedom.  

According to Sanders, the US has a long way to go in order to reach status as a good society, 

because the current government do not facilitate for people to prosper and develop in the best 

way possible. In order for the US to become a good society, a few changes have to be made, 

e.g. redistribution needs to support the people who needs it8, healthcare needs to be a right, 

                                                           
4 1st DPD, 13.10, Nevada 
5 1st DPD, 13.10, Nevada 
6 1st DPD, 13.10, Nevada 
7 2nd DPD, 14.11, Iowa, 3rd DPD, 19.12, New Hampshire, 4th DPD, 17.1, South Carolina 
8 2nd DPD, 14.11, Iowa 
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not a privilege9, higher education should be tuition free10  and social security has to be 

expanded11. Sanders sees the current situation as unnecessary and backwards, and as an 

international embarrassment because countries that can be compared to the US provides these 

things and successfully so12. He believes in a society where all people can do well if and 

when society provides the necessities to lead a good life. Thus, he places equality in a 

hegemonic position, using this concept as a commonsensical idea and ultimate end result. 

Sanders does not once use the term ‘equality’ in the debates, but has great focus on the 

concept of equality. This is evident by his continuous focus on the presence of equality’s 

antithesis: inequality. Thus, Sanders emphasizes the problem instead of the goal, but his 

message is clear nevertheless. He has a continuous and massive focus on income and wealth 

inequality13 and how to fight this injustice.  

Sanders’ focus on equality through social security programs and extended welfare is clear. 

In the overall discursive struggle, equality becomes avant-garde, as it creates opposition and 

critique of the discourse in which it is presented. The goal is for this concept to be locked in 

hegemony, not just in Sanders’ discourse, but also in the overall political discourse. 

Individualism gets downplayed as a factor in this context, and is placed in the periphery. In 

Sanders’ discourse, the state is the main problem-solver and caregiver, and thus also the main 

provider of progress. All people should have the opportunity to “get their lives together”14 

and the government should be present early on in peoples’ lives, giving kids “advance 

opportunities” 15  by providing and implementing a sufficient and excellent educational 

system. With this, Sanders indicates that he wants to steer away from the dreaded poverty 

trap that the neoliberal route has provided. He wants opportunity for the individual through 

equality, and progress through a stable and trustworthy government and enhancement of 

negative freedom.  

To summarize, Sanders believes in a society where the government takes care of the 

population by providing opportunities to lead a good life. His social democratic values and 

ideas oppose the hegemonic status quo in the United States, but it is not a new perspective 

                                                           
9 2nd DPD, 14.11, Iowa 
10 2nd DPD, 14.11, Iowa, 3rd DPD, 19.12, New Hampshire, 4th DPD, 7.1, South Carolina, 5th DPD , 4.2, New 

Hampshire, 6th DPD, 11.2, Wisconsin, 9th DPD, 14.4, New York 
11 4th DPD, 17.1, South Carolina, 6th DPD, 11.2, Wisconsin, 8th DPD, 9.3, Florida, 9th DPD, 14.4, New York 
12 1st DPD, 13.10, Nevada 
13 2nd DPD, 14.11, Iowa, 6th DPD, 11.2, Wisconsin, 9th DPD, 14.4, New York 
14 6th DPD, 11.2, Wisconsin 
15 7th DPD, 6.3, Michigan 



- LIBERALISM AS POLITICS - 

36 

 

that is in opposition to the underlying liberalism as philosophy – it’s just following an 

alternative interpretation, in theory and practice. Sanders has stated that he looks to the 

Scandinavian system and welfare model as he envision the future America. His trust and 

belief in this kind of society is proved by his unwavering and dedicated support of an 

extended welfare model, as continuously seen in the debates. The increased solidarity and 

nation building Norway experienced in the 20th century resulted in less social division, more 

trust in the state and the idea that togetherness could provide a good society. Decades later, 

Sanders has brought these perspectives and ideas of togetherness and solidarity to the US. 

By referring to the concepts of liberalism, the reality Sanders aims for is clear; progress 

towards the good society through a renewed equality in the very center of the discourse, not 

in the periphery.  

8.3 Perspectives on the Good Society and the Pressure Experienced 
The discourse Sanders draws upon is powerful and familiar. His ideological interpretation 

might be avant-garde in the US, but not in a Western perspective. That being said, it is 

important to view and analyze his position in the context in which he operates. What does 

the good society mean in Sanders discourse, and who should be included in this society?  

Sanders intends to transform the American Dream by incorporating elements of the 

Scandinavian Dream. He aims to create growth without ripping up the foundation the country 

is built upon, but rather reintroduce and/or emphasize the old American values such as social 

and economic mobility, progress, change and optimism. By using and enhancing the traces 

of social liberalism found in the American society and by pointing to societies in which his 

ideal model has been successful, he creates a believable discourse and valid stepping stones 

towards a changed meaning and position of equality and individualism.  

Thus, the good society for Sanders means change and progress to reach “A Future We Can 

Believe In”. What he sees as the biggest opponent in this revolution, is the current system of 

big banks, Wall Street and the billionaires on top. Sanders believes “in a society where all 

people do well. Not just a handful of billionaires”16, but he finds this reality hard to reach 

because “as a result of a corrupt campaign finance system, Congress is not listening to the 

American people. It's listening to the big money interest” 17 . He sees this dynamic as 

something that is undermining American democracy, and the well-being of workers, families 
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and students; “What we need to do is to stand up to the big money interests, and the campaign 

contributors. When we do that, we can, in fact, transform America”18. 

8.4 The Question of Immigration 
According to Sanders, redistribution has gone in the wrong,19 and he aims for his political 

revolution to bring the middle class together to make a change.20 In the established discourse, 

immigration has had a tendency to be recognized as a problematic factor because of the 

multifaceted question regarding who should be included in a country’s prosperity. This may 

be a particularly important and simultaneously touchy question in the US due to the country’s 

history of immigration. Most of the population originates from other parts of the world 

making the US a country of immigrants; “We are a nation of immigrants”21. 

The ideal society promoted by Sanders is meant to cover immigrants. He believes that 

immigration and integration do not challenge the American middle class, but have the 

potential of reversing the feared decline. Sanders wants to abolish unjust policies, minimize 

fear of deportation and avoid separation of families, and he thinks that undocumented 

immigrants should be systemically included instead of systemically shut out from the 

opportunity to improve their lives. Through what he calls “common sense immigration 

policies”, Sanders endorses a path towards citizenship for the 11 million undocumented 

immigrants who today are living in the shadows22. His vision about the ideal good society in 

the US includes the implementation of a “Fair and Humane Immigration Policy”, which 

embraces a redirection away from “boondoggle walls” and instead the creation of “viable, 

legal channels that match our labor markets and needs” and a focus beyond borders in order 

to address the root causes of migration and economic inequality. 23  When speaking of 

immigration and the challenges associated with it, Sanders focuses on the system that is in 

place for Americans and immigrants alike. He sees the immigration challenge in connection 

with issues related to low wages and the labor market24, and with financial reforms including 

tax systems and health care25. Thus, Sanders is preoccupied with the improvement of the 

system that is meant to increase equality by taking care of Americans and welcoming 
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immigrants. He recognizes the value of immigrants and the potential of immigration, and 

acknowledges the value this development may add to the society, if executed properly. Thus, 

Sanders sees immigration as a topic that is highly related to the labor market’s supply and 

demand and thus also the well-being of the American middle class. In this way, he is 

representing a traditional socioeconomic left-wing politic, which seems to be fading due to 

the rise of the sociocultural focus. Sanders, then, present immigration as part of the solution 

to the overall American downturn, 

 With bold action that moves our nation towards common sense immigration policies, we can 

 reverse the decline of our middle class, allow the United States to compete economically in 

 the 21st century and build upon the best parts of our tradition of embracing diversity and 

 harnessing it for the common good26. 

 

8.5 Who is the Good Society for?  
The Good Society envisioned by Sanders is for the people in a united nation - everyone 

included. As seen in the former, this is made clear by focusing on redefining, extending and 

repositioning the concept of equality and further by abolishing oligarchy. There are also 

obvious traces of discursive creation of identities in Sanders’ language.  

  (…) we are gonna do a political revolution which brings working people, young people, 

 senior citizens, minorities together. 27 

 I believe we stand together to address the real issues facing this country, not allow them to 

 divide us by race or where we come from. Let's create an America that works for all of us.28 

 I think what our campaign is indicating is that the American people are tired of establishment 

 politics, tired of establishment economics.29 

In these statements, people are interpellated in positions of identity, and consequently, 

collective identities are created. The binary opposition in “us” and “them” is placed between 

the general population and the top 1 percent, between the big banks and the hard workers, 

and between corrupt establishment and the victims of this oppression. Thus, Sanders builds 

on Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s words about “the other America”, asserting that the problem 

is structural: “This country has socialism for the rich, rugged individualism for the poor” 

(King, 1968). The kind of deictic language used by Sanders is a tool to show who to identify 

with and what kind of relationship that is expected between the “in-group” and the “out-

group”. The mutually exclusive contradictions that are created are based on one group as 
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privileged, and in this instant Sanders’ “us” is morally privileged (Culler, 1986: 102). “They” 

are viewed as a threat to “our” identity, unity and solidarity, and the division is perceived as 

a representation of the world as we see, understand and know it. This interpellation also 

creates certain expectations to actions according to the division; stand together, be active and 

engaged citizens and create an oppositional force to the elite. In the case of Sanders’ use of 

language, he wants the “us” to challenge “them” in order to create a unified “we”. Thus, 

Sanders creates a two-layered identity struggle with the ultimate goal to establish a stable and 

peaceful togetherness. In order to do so, “they” have to be challenged and overthrown, 

starting with the Republican opposition and especially Trump: 

  What I believe is that this country, if we stand together and not let the Trumps of the world 

 divide us up, can guarantee health care to all people as a right, can have paid family and 

 medical leave, can make public colleges and universities tuition-free, can lead the world in 

 transforming our energy system and combatting climate change, can break up the large 

 financial institutions, can demand that the wealthiest people in this country start paying their 

 fair share of taxes.30 

The construction of identities is crucial in the discursive practice, because it serves as an 

explicit statement of what kind of reality we see as worthwhile. When looking at this form 

of social construction and the use and positioning of concepts, the struggles unfolding 

become more noticeable. In politics, it might be even more important because the discourse 

creates a voter identity and interpellates a certain “in-group” that should be as populous as 

possible. Sanders’ politics, discourse and identity creation seems to be appealing to younger 

generations, secular voters, voters who favor more liberal policies, and the poorer share of 

the population and people who rank their top issue as “income inequality” (NewYorkTimes, 

2016).  

8.6 Liberalism as Politics in Sanders’ Campaign  
Sanders’ discourse of the good society indicates that a maximal welfare state, that includes a 

united nation on common grounds, is the solution to the imbalance of liberalism’s core 

concepts; equality and individualism. He divides the society in two layers, and his attention 

to this matter indicates that this gap is the society’s main problem, creating inequality and 

pressuring the potential of the good society. While immigration is recognized as a challenge, 

it is also regarded as a solution to ensure domestic prosperity. Sanders’ perspective is 

therefore that everyone, citizen and illegal immigrants alike, have the same individual rights 

to lead a good life and take part in the American Dream. This can be reached through 
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progress, futuristic ideas and anti-establishment measures, and by getting rid of inequality, 

making equality a concept that supplements individualism without disputing it.  

9. Donald Trump’s Good Society 

 Sadly, the American Dream is dead. But if I get elected president I will bring it back bigger 

 and better and stronger than ever before, and we will make America great again.31 

 We're going to make a great country again. We're going to start winning again. We're going 

 to win a lot, it's going to be a big difference, believe me. It's going to be a big difference.32 

Donald John Trump, business man, entrepreneur, entertainer and now politician, announced 

his candidacy for president on June 16 2015. His message to the American people was simple; 

he wanted to “Make America Great Again” through toughness and strength in order to restore 

international respect and create domestic victories by transforming talk to action. Many did 

not take Trump serious at the time, but his movement quickly took root in the American 

society, and accumulated into a momentum that has been both strongly supported and highly 

opposed. His journey to the convention in Ohio in July shook the Republican Party at its core 

and his rhetorical instruments and political maneuvers continue to support a discourse in stark 

contrast to what has normally been the trend in the political landscape. 

 

Through a pugnacious demeanor, Trump aims to restore the lost greatness of America by 

bringing jobs back to America and Americans33, by taking the power away from people with 

special interests, lobbyists and super PACs (because they are “a disaster. They’re scam. They 

cause dishonesty”)34, by negotiating better trade agreements (“to make our country rich again, 

we have to make it great again”)35, by saving Social Security36 and by closing the borders 

and build a wall (“I want a strong border. I do want a wall. Walls work (…)”)37. His approach 

to domestic and international issues and the solutions he has proposed have been everything 

but consequent, and his perspectives range from rather leftist to moderate to extremist. Thus, 

the case of Trump’s politics is rather intricate, especially considering his philosophy and 

ideology. 
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9.1 Political Ideology 
The ideology of Trump is a widely discussed matter, because, in fact, he does not claim 

grounding in a particular traditional ideology. The fact that Trump is lacking this point of 

reference does not mean that he does not have an ideology at all. Instead of affirming to the 

traditional socioeconomic left-right spectrum and big ideologies, he has created his own 

hybrid-ideology and approach. 

Many intellectuals have tried to box Trump, and he has been categorized as (1) intermitted 

liberal, which means that he alternately and inconsistently draws upon liberalism as ideology 

as it suits him best, (2) a promoter of ethnocratic small-l liberalism, meaning race conditional 

liberalism, as (3) a right wing populist and (4) an illiberal, or partial, democrat (Matthews, 

2016). Trump himself does not seem interested in being labeled as liberal in any instances, 

but at the same time he does not let this influence his politics. For example, when being called 

out on his liberal position on health care, having admitted that extensive governmental 

intervention in other countries has worked great, he said “call it what you want, people are 

not going to be dying on the sidewalk”.38 Thus he continuously dismisses the traditional 

ideological and political labels. This shows that Trump is no ordinary representative for the 

Republican Party, or any party for that matter. Regardless of his extreme positions, he has 

been far more moderate than any of the other candidates he ran against in the primaries (Ahler 

and Broockman 2016: 27-28). Thus, Trump has been recognized as ideologically mixed, or 

moderate, as he breaks with the Republican Party on several issues.  

 Save Medicare, Medicaid and Social Security without cuts. Have to do it. Get rid of the fraud. 

 Get rid of the waste and abuse, but save it. People have been paying it for years. And now 

 many of these candidates want to cut it. You save it by making the United States, by making 

 us rich again, by taking back all of the money that’s being lost.39 

 

 [Immigrants from Mexico are] bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And 

 some,  I assume, are good people”40. “We need borders. We will have a wall. The wall will 

 be built. The wall will be successful. And if you think walls don’t work, all you have to do is 

 ask Israel.41  

 

Defining Trump as a moderate does not mean that he is moderate on all issues, but rather that 

he is swinging back and forth on the political left-right spectrum breaking with the party on 

issues where his positions are more popular than the party’s orthodoxy. This is especially 
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evident when looking at the issues of immigration and social security, where he in the former 

has a position far more right than the Republican mainstream, and the latter considerably 

more left (Ahler and Broockman 2016: 28). Trump has pinpointed that ‘Republican’ and 

‘Conservative’ are not synonyms or mutually inclusive terms. Instead, to Trump, being a 

republican means whatever he wants it to mean, and he does not see it as a necessity to unite 

the party. This underlines the argument that ideology and party politics are intertwined, but 

can diverge (Noel, 2013: 7-8). Further, he defines himself as a common-sense conservative42, 

because some views he does not agree with, but at the same time he wants to conserve “our 

money”, “our wealth” and “our country”.43 Thus, at the same time as he is “totally committed 

to the Republican Party” and have “great respect for the Republican leadership” 44  he 

challenges the establishment and the republican core by refusing labels and by staying true 

to his own principles and a populist discourse, instead of conforming to the mainstream 

perspectives and positions. 

9.2 Concepts and their Positions 
If Sanders can be said to challenge the underlying ideological foundation within the 

American context, Trump destroys it. He is not only drawing upon a political discourse that 

pushes boundaries left and right, he is slowly challenging liberalism’s ideological and 

philosophical legacy. The good society proposed by Trump is very different from the status 

quo, and quite different from Sanders’ envisioned utopia. Time and time again, Trump 

pinpoints how the US is losing, that “our country is in serious trouble - we don’t win 

anymore”45. With his issue-oriented approach and moderate ideology, he has presented a 

discourse that is tailored for his supporters, potential voters, and the current political climate. 

His discourse has been praised and slaughtered, but his success shows that the narrative he 

has laid out has been working, and his take on equality and individualism is no exception. 

For Trump, just like his ideological foundation, it seems like equality and individualism are 

both relative matters that can be compromised according to situation and issue. This means 

that the concepts are not necessarily relative and flexible in meaning – he largely follows the 

meaning already established through the history of liberalism - but in conceptual position. 

This irregular use of core concepts supports the argument that Trump’s ideology belongs to 

intermittent liberalism, or small-l liberalism.  
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According to Trump, the US is currently not a good society, and there’s a lot to be done in 

order to change this status. However, Trump is of the opinion that he, with his skills and 

experience, can and will make the US great again. Within his discourse, a great America 

equals a good America, and thus also a good society. When explaining this society, he does 

not directly use the words “equality” or “inequality” once, but he does talk about it 

extensively and articulates meaning to the concepts regularly. The fact that he has chosen not 

to explicitly articulate this typical buzzword might be a coincidence, but considering the time 

passed, the number of debates and the complex and grand machinery of specialists and 

communicators that works with his campaign, I find this unlikely. Instead, I’ll assume that 

the concept has been left out for a reason. 

Although the concept has been left out of Trump’s discourse, the meaning of it is easy to 

pinpoint in his debate inputs. This might have to do with the imbalance of concepts, and the 

fact that Trump wants to have a greater focus on individualism as the hegemonic concept, 

while equality should be in the periphery, or even suppressed. Another explanation can be 

that he is avoiding the explicit use of the concept because this would make it obvious that he 

supports equality for some in some situations, instead of equality for all. For example, he is 

opposed to the unfairness and inequality gap created by an unfair tax system, “I know people 

that are making a tremendous amount of money and paying virtually no tax, and I think it’s 

unfair”46, and he sees the dangers of completely privatized health care system, “we are going 

to have health care, (…) I will not allow people to die on the sidewalks and the streets of our 

country if I’m president”47. At the same time, this equality and independent rights are not 

meant for everyone: 

 I want everybody taken care of, but we have to take care of our people in this country. 

 We’re  not taking care of our people. We have no border. We have no control. People are 

 flooding across. We can’t have it.48 

The people “flooding in” are not only denied the individual rights and equal opportunities of 

“our country”, but they are also accused of abusing the welfare system.49 Thus, as Trump 

shares his opinion on different issues and challenges, he changes around on the concepts’ 

position to please the voters and to maintain the narrative he has created about making 
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America Great Again by taking care of Americans’ potential of a good society – a society 

which is pressured by immigrants, and should not indulge in universalism.  

To summarize, Trump seems to avoid the immediate tension between individualism and 

equality by being flexible and selective in the positioning of the concepts. In this way, he 

opens up for new perspectives and approaches to how to articulate and reach the good society, 

and possibly reach a balance of concepts. However, the fact that he has unlocked the concepts 

from their position has led to more ideological chaos than stability, namely because of his 

continuous change between right-wing and left-wing positions. This approach has created an 

innovative and convincing story where Americans can and will win in all areas as both 

individualism and equality is uphold for the in-group within important areas. By focusing on 

restoring, conserving and winning through strength, he gets away with promising equality 

and individual rights for some, in some situations, rather than confirming to the current 

American idea where tension between the discourses has resulted in semi-equality, and semi-

individuality for all.  

9.3 Perspectives on the Good Society and the Pressure Experienced 
The discourse Trump uses in his campaign has resulted in a movement across the United 

States. The right-wing populist approach he applies has not been practiced and promoted in 

the US until now, and the result is a discourse where this new approach is mixed with 

established and nostalgic ideas of the nation. Thus, Trump draws upon new alternatives in 

order to implement established ideas. Looking towards Europe, this approach is already well-

known, and has even been positioned as a leading and governing form. Even though it has 

been possible to map out Trump’s ideology, his issue orientation and at times chaotic 

articulation and political flip-flops make it hard to create a picture of what the good society 

means within his ideology and discourse. Trump relies on his own preferences, ideas and 

experiences when presenting his idea of the good society. He has no certified model, endorsed 

template or tested framework, but means to provide growth and prosperity to the American 

people by using his own personal skills, success and contacts, whether it concerns diplomatic 

relations or getting the economy straightened out:  

 I’m a businessman, did really well, really well (…) what I want to do is put that ability into 

 this country to make our country rich again. And I can do that, and I’m not sure that anybody 

 else in the group will be able to do that.50 
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  You can’t just, you know, talk about this stuff and insult leaders around the world and expect 

 a good result. You have to do this with a steady hand, and I believe I have those skills.51  

 I have the best words (Trump, 2016a). 

Thus, the good society for Trump is a society where people are employed and prosper, where 

well-functioning international relations create good trade deals and peace and where welfare 

is lean and reserved for the deserving: “The fact is that there are people that truly don’t need 

it, and there are many people that do need it very, very badly”52. Trump promotes a good 

society where immigration is facilitated only to the extent it’s advantageous for America and 

Americans. This is a perspective that does not differ that much from Sanders’ stance, as both 

want productive and beneficial immigration. However, there is a significant distinction 

between the two regarding what is considered productive and beneficial. Further, while we 

have seen that Sanders is more concerned about the country’s challenges than his own 

position in the solution, the good society for Trump is a society where Trump himself is in 

charge – because only he can make this happen: “I have joined the political arena so that the 

powerful can no longer beat up on people who cannot defend themselves. Nobody knows the 

system better than me, which is why I alone can fix it” (Trump, 2016b). Trump’s rhetoric 

shows that he is a classic individualist, as he continuously focuses on his own 

accomplishments, and his own duties and rights. Thus, with his underlying penchant for 

individualism, he promotes a good society where individuals are in focus, rather than the 

collective and society. Trump’s good society is thus more about people being able to lead a 

good life, than actually having a collective and a good society – he is determined to “deliver 

a better life for the people all across this nation that have been ignored, neglected and 

abandoned”(Trump, 2016b)(my italics). In fact, Trump doesn’t mention the word “society” 

or “community” once during the 12 debates covered. The desired ability to lead a good life 

is largely dependent on economy and the country’s capability to bring jobs back from abroad 

and put American workers first. Thus, the main pressure point identified by Trump is as 

follows: 

 The influx of foreign workers [that] holds down salaries, keeps unemployment high, and 

 makes  it difficult for poor and working class Americans – including immigrants themselves 

 and their children – to earn a middle class wage.53 
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9.4 The Question of Immigration 
According to Trump, and in agreement with Sanders’ perspective, America’s shrinking 

middle class is a major challenge, and an issue that is pressuring the good society. Trump 

agrees with Sanders who accuses the billionaires and lack of redistribution, but he also 

blames immigration and sees this as the key cause and the key challenge. Trump has a feeling 

of ownership of immigration as political topic, and has on multiple occasions claimed that, 

if it weren’t for him “it wouldn’t even be a big subject”54 and that they wouldn’t even be 

talking about it if he had not raised the issue.55 While this might be a slight exaggeration, it 

is certainly true that he was quick to put immigration on the agenda, and that he largely has 

controlled the discourse ever since. According to Trump, there’s a need of a real immigration 

reform that puts the needs of working Americans first instead of the needs of others nations 

as is the current situation.56 

The plans Trump has for America and Americans do not include (illegal) immigrants, and he 

wants to forcefully remove the same 11 million undocumented immigrants that Sanders has 

offered a path towards citizenship57. He wants stronger borders, because a nation without 

borders is no nation58, and the current border is “like Swiss cheese, everybody pours in”59. 

His strategy, then, is to build a tall, and successful wall with a big beautiful door60 on the 

Southern border. This wall, he says, will be paid for by Mexico because Mexico “are 

responsible for this problem, and they must help pay to clean it up”61. The problem Trump 

refers to is what he understands as a Mexican exportation of rapists and drug dealers 

committing “horrific crimes against Americans”62. In addition to criminalizing Mexicans, he 

alienates Muslim immigrants and has proposed to prohibit non-American Muslims from 

entering the country and ban refugees fleeing ISIS63. At the same time, when referring to 

entry in the US as “a big beautiful door”, he glorifies and exalts the US, and paints a picture 

of the superior good life that one may be included in when entering the country legally. In 

this, he creates collective identities for everyone that can be characterized as “the other”. 
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Thus, his view on immigration is extremely conservative, protectionist, and recognizable as 

a right-wing populist and xenophobic perspective.  

By criminalizing immigrants this way, Trump has found someone to blame for the economic 

downturn and domestic challenges. As he pointed out in one of the debates, immigration is 

“hurting us economically. It’s hurting us from every standpoint”64. In Trump’s discourse, 

then, immigration is a problem, not a solution, and stands out as something that is pressuring 

the rich, the strong and then also the good society. Just as important, it is an unnecessary 

obstacle for the Americans’ individual opportunities to lead a good life without increased 

competition in the labor market and low wages.  

9.5 Who is the Good Society for? 
Trump knows what kind of society he wants the US to be, and he is not afraid to make his 

points as neither he, nor the country “have time for total political correctness”65. Even though 

he is prone to flip-flop, people can depend on him to say what he means even when it might 

be unexpected and perceived negatively. The fact that he is telling an uncomfortable “truth” 

seems to be perceived as proof and accuracy of this reality. Trump’s narrative is convincing, 

uncomplicated and engaging, and this can be seen as a result of (1) issue oriented and populist 

approach, (2) no overarching formula provided by party or establishment, and no donors and 

super PACs steering his path, and (3) discursive adaption of ideology and its core concepts. 

However, I will argue that, maybe more than anything, his narrative benefits from the way 

he creates identities and produces binary oppositions between groups. When discursively 

creating identities the way he does, he makes it obvious whom the good society is for, by 

highlighting whom it is not for.  

Trump is continuously using master signifiers and interpellation in order to separate “us” and 

“them”. This is an important distinction, because a lot of his political perspectives are built 

on the idea of a starkly divided society. Statements such as “We’re all in this together”66 and 

“We will move them out”67 indicate both an imagined unity and a strong in-/ out-group 

distinction. It also shows that where Sanders bases his politics on a two-layered societal 

structure, Trump refers to three levels. First, he makes a distinction between the superior elite 

on top, and the distressed and inferior middle class in opposition. As an additional layer, he 

adds immigrants which he attributes an even more extreme otherness. This third layer means 
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that Trump doesn’t focus on togetherness to oppose the gap and inequality that has developed 

between the top and the rest. Instead, he talks about immigrants as an external force and a 

grave threat to the middle class, and further how the past and current immigration policies, 

implemented by the establishment, have destroyed this class.68 Following a classic right-wing 

rhetoric, Trump paints a picture of a cosmopolitan elite that has betrayed the middle class by 

allowing immigration to unfold and increase. As immigration is the biggest pressure on 

Trump’s good society, it is the “us” and “them” distinction between the middle class and 

immigrants that steers his discourse. The continuous references to “our” country and the 

promise that “we” will win on the expense of “them”, creates group dynamics experienced 

as allies versus enemies, and winners versus losers. Trump has a zero-sum perspective and 

thinks that the US loses when others win. This, in combination with a nationalist outlook, 

explains why victory is so important to him.  

 That’s what’s going to happen with our enemies and the people we compete against. We’re 

 going to win with Trump. We’re going to win. We don’t win anymore. Our country doesn’t 

 win anymore. We’re going to win with Trump.69 

By referring to immigrants as criminal aliens, rapists, terrorists and free-riders, Trump 

doesn’t only create an out-group, but an evil enemy that it makes sense to eliminate. In 

addition, as he places America’s competitors in the same category as their enemies, he 

generates a resistance towards everything that is challenging the triumph of the good society 

he envisions.  

In Trump’s discourse, immigrants are primarily a threat to the economy, to working 

Americans, to security and to the welfare system. The creation of identities is vital in this 

discursive practice because it decides who is threatening and who is threatened. This 

interpellation makes a clear statement about who the good society is meant for, and who’s 

challenging this status. This is by no means unexpected, as Trump is far from implicit in his 

approach to the matter. In addition, we’ve seen that he is drawing on an equality-for-some-

narrative, which makes it a given that a weak and inferior group is highlighted as undeserving 

of the equality. However, by using master signifiers and discursive interpellation, Trump uses 

tools that unite voters – not around ideology or party, but instead around him as their defender 

and according to the issue in question. His proposal has been accepted by a varied 

constituency, but the voter identity he has created seems to concur with his politics as his 
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core supporters has been identified as underprivileged/middle class with moderate political 

ideology and a strong white identity (NewYorkTimes, 2016) – exactly the group that has 

been enhanced as the losers in the question of immigration, economy, and welfare. This has 

both created an angry “us” and a legitimized this anger; “Our country is being run by 

incompetent people. And yes, I am angry. We are not being treated right (…) [and] until we 

fix it, I’m very, very angry”70. 

Trump doesn’t regard himself as a politician that is all talk and no action. He is on the voters’ 

side, and has, by speaking their language and by understanding their worries convinced his 

supporters that he can fix the problem. Thus, even though he is far from an underprivileged 

worker himself, he has designed himself as “not elite”, fighting for the forgotten and 

pressured societal layer and the good society: “I am your voice” (Trump, 2016b). By 

distancing himself to politicians and the failure of the establishment, he increases the 

legitimacy of his anti-politics movement; “I get along with the middle class and the poor 

people better than I get along with the rich people” and “I will get it done. Politicians will 

never, ever get it done”71 

9.6 Liberalism as Politics in Trump’s Campaign  
Trump’s picture of the good society indicates a minimal welfare state and a united nation 

with strong borders. In this way he wants to protect and prioritize American workers and the 

American economy. Because of Trump’s alternative approach to the established political 

right-left separation, he also represents an alternative approach to the conceptual imbalance 

characterizing the American political discourse. While Sanders aims to reach a maximal 

welfare state and an ideology that appreciate both equality and individualism as equally 

hegemonic concepts, Trump unlocks and moves the concepts around depending on issue. His 

three-layered society creates enemies both upwards, downwards and outwards, and this 

divide confirms that immigration is the society’s main problem creating an obstacle for 

economic prosperity of the hard working Americans. Trump’s vision, then, is that all 

Americans has the individual right to lead a good life and that equality should be encouraged, 

but only for some.  
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10. Fremskrittspartiet’s Good Society 

The retaliation of liberalism arrived Norway in the 1970s with Anders Lange’s populist party, 

and his protests against the significant presence of the state. At this time, a distinction should 

be made between liberalism as ideology and politics. Liberalism as politics might have been 

oppressed in the mid-20th century, but looking at the historic narrative, liberalism as ideology 

was present also in the years of collectivist thoughts. This return of liberalism, then, had more 

to do with giving liberalism a voice on the party political arena. Lange brought with him 

ideas of less taxes, less fees and less intervention and thus more freedom to the individual. 

The contextual stage was important to his success. Planned economy, socialism and the 

welfare state were in a crisis in the 1980s, and the state intervention did not seem to be a valid 

option. Liberalism thus found a path towards a renewed supremacy through political 

schemes, and the rightwing wave that washed across Norway had strong liberal features. 

Anders Lange’s party, today known as FrP, has the past years kept liberalism alive, renewed 

its position in society and made it relevant (Sørensen, 1991). With a focus on the conservation 

of the private sector, on market competition, and of the state as an entity to provide order, 

judiciary and military defense, FrP has brought classical liberalism, and hints of 

neoliberalism, back into the Norwegian political discourse.  

Thus, liberalism has both strong roots and stark presence in Norway today. Since the return 

of liberalism as political practice, the established and hegemonic foundation created under 

the center-left government has been challenged, and discursive struggles of defining core 

concepts and issues of the constitutive ideology of liberalism have resurfaced. This current 

struggle mirrors the history of liberalism, and shows that continuous critique and crisis of 

hegemonic ideas result in changes, in opposing thoughts and development of political climate 

and social preferences. 

FrP is the Norwegian product of the ideological and political right-wing turn experienced in 

Europe, and a consequence of the weathering, or redefinition, of social solidarity and the 

increasing dedication to individualism and individual freedom (Eriksen, 2001: 335-336). 

Gradually, as a Norwegian popularization of the American neoliberalism and a struggle to 

reach national hegemony, FrP has changed the party political landscape in Norway, and it 

has done so at the expense of other parties, and at the expense of inferior groups within the 

society, namely immigrants (Bjørklund, 2007: 152-153, Marsdal, 2007: 260). 
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 The main goal is strong reduction of taxes and government intervention. The foundation in 

 our society is the belief in, and respect for, the individuals’ uniqueness and the individuals’ 

 right to control their own lives and finances. The individual is, along with family and property 

 right, the foundation of society.72 

While tax reduction, decreased government intervention and increased focus on the 

individual are important aspects of FrP’s politics, it is in the intersection between value-based 

and economic politics FrP has found its niche. Further, the question of immigration has 

developed to be of particular importance to the party’s supporters, at the same time as better 

welfare for folk flest (most people) is seen as key to progress (Bjørklund, 2007: 162). Thus, 

the breakthrough of FrP’s alternative immigration policy was when they created a link 

between immigration policies and social policies (Marsdal, 2007: 256). Their discourse of 

the good society in the current political climate focuses on the socioeconomic aspect of 

immigration and solutions to handle this pressure on the individuals’ welfare. 

10.1 Political Ideology 
Liberalism is FrP’s ideological foundation, and the party is of the opinion that guardianship 

by politicians, a strong state and concentration of power limit the development of the free 

and individual. Thus, the party does not believe in a communal solution and promotes both 

the freedom and the responsibility of the individual.73  

FrP has since day one been a party of liberalism and a party in opposition. This doesn’t mean 

that the former government coalitions have not been influenced by liberalism as ideology and 

philosophy, but rather that FrP to a larger extent represents a situation where party coincide 

with ideology, here being neoliberalism combined with classical liberalism. Through populist 

impulses, the party has been a voice that continuously has both challenged the political status 

quo and responded to the wants and needs of masses (Jupskås, 2013: 8). Today, they work to 

reach a society where the voters can have it all; tax cuts, increased privatization, better 

welfare and limited immigration.  

Immigration has become the party’s core issue, uniting voters around one main question. As 

the party’s focus and identity changed, so did the supporters, and FrP went from being 

recognized as “the new right” to being “the new labor party” as it invited workers and the 

middle class members that were thinking the center-left elitists had retreated from their base 

(Bjørklund, 2007: 161-162)(my translation). With time, there has been a normalization of the 
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party and the party’s politics. What used to be regarded as extreme perspectives got foothold 

and developed to be political mainstream. The party is said to have lost the ownership and 

political hegemony of the immigration issue, because other parties have adopted their 

discourse. This normalization, however, means that that FrP has managed to spread their 

discourse and their framing to the established parties and thus creating legitimacy for their 

views, ideology and existence as political party (Rydgren, 2010: 63-64, Jupskås, 2013: 15).  

10.2 Concepts and their Positions 
FrP isn’t longer the one-issue party it used to be, and the party has moved from having a sole 

focus on opposing taxes to being a party of many concerns. This way, it has made itself more 

comprehensive and attractive as a governing party. Through their perspectives and ways, FrP 

challenges the ideological interpretation locked by the left. The discourse is interesting, 

because at the same time as it endorses a perspective on liberalism that is closer to its original 

form from the 19th century, it also incorporates the welfare system of the 20th century, and 

the tightening of immigration policies of the 21st century as crucial measures to reach the 

good society. This makes an interesting attempt to balance the core concepts.  

In 1990, when speaking at a conference in San Francisco, the then leader of FrP, Carl Ivar 

Hagen, expressed that he is a devotee of “the pure liberal ideology” (Marsdal, 2007: 274)(my 

translation). However, he added that the situation in Norway is very different from the one 

in the US, and that Norwegians would not take him seriously if he presented them with a pure 

liberalistic system. This shows that liberalism with advantage can be more or less 

compromised, and costumed to fit into the historic narrative and national developments of 

specific countries. It shows that FrP wants to speak the same language as their supporters and 

possible voters, and it shows that while individualism may be in the party’s focus, this 

emphasis needs to be supplemented with equality in order to not just please the citizen, but 

to prosper within the frames established.  

Individualism and equality stand out as important concepts in FrP’s discourse. By using 

phrases like “we want more freedom and responsibility for the individual (…) [and] a 

minimum of governmental control and intervention”, “citizen should keep more of their own 

tax money” and “the individual has the main responsibility to provide for himself/herself and 

his/her closest relatives”, the party indicates a focus on individualism and the concept is 

placed in the position of hegemony when talking about the ideal society.74 Equality on the 
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other hand, is thoroughly visible in the Norwegian society and structure. Equal opportunities 

and universalism are sacred notions that’s not likely to be sacrificed, but possibly modified. 

Thus, there is a balance between the equality and individualism in the Norwegian system. 

This balance however, is tested as FrP want equality, but not at the expense of increased 

individualism. By placing equality in the periphery, its meaning and underlying importance 

is upheld, present and true. However, when a concept is not prioritized in the active discourse 

and the articulation of policies, it might be forgotten, disregarded and not seen as an idea that 

has to be maintained. This has the potential of creating conceptual imbalance, and 

subsequently also imbalance in politics and the operationalization of it.  

 Only by [following the policies presented], one can create a society that secures the freedom 

 of choice, respect and opportunities for everyone.75 

Here, individualism equals equality. Through increased privatization and an adjusted welfare 

state, the individuals are to be motivated to join the labor market, to be economically 

independent from the state and to be responsible for their own life and health.76 This does not 

mean that FrP necessarily wants a leaner welfare state, but rather that is should be restructured 

to focus on being a short term safety net for the ones that cannot make it on their own. For 

immigrants however, this safety net should be applicable, but any “extensive social benefits 

must only be granted on the condition that immigrants are willing to integrate themselves and 

learn Norwegian”77. This promotes conditional equality as FrP states that “social benefits 

should to a larger extent be tied to citizenship, or other appropriate refinements”.78 These 

statements indicate that likhet is a condition of likeverd. Hence, in FrP’s discourse, similarity 

is a condition for equal opportunities and access to support equivalent to the support 

Norwegians receive.  

To summarize, it seems like FrP believes the Norwegian society to be a good society, but 

also that it has potential to be a better society for the deserving and that it is too good for the 

underserving. FrP challenges the conceptual balance that has been in force between equality 

and individualism. Without writing off any of the concepts, the discourse maintains a focus 

on the importance of both aspects of society. However, by moving equality to the passive 

periphery and locking individualism to the hegemonic position, the balance is challenged. 

FrP’s skepticism towards immigration does not go well with the universal welfare state, and 
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thus the discourse seems to be characterized by an approach of individualism for all, equality 

for some.  

10.3 Perspectives on the Good Society and the Pressure Experienced 
FrP’s politics, methods and support have resulted in a movement, not as radical as Sanders’ 

movement or as extreme as Trump’s, but all the same, the movement has been of substantial 

importance regarding the current political situation and reactions in Norway. The good 

society in FrP’s discourse means that people can have it all; both an extensive welfare state 

and tax cuts. Both individualism and equality, and maybe most importantly, limited 

immigration to make sure the proposed system does not crumble under the weight of non-

citizens. FrP does follow an ideology, and is by definition a right-wing populist party. 

However, like Trump, they are largely issue-oriented and focuses on some core issues rather 

than an all-encompassing policy program. These issues, social security and immigration, are 

the same as the ones Trump focuses on, which yet again indicates a similar political outlook.  

Looking at a spectrum including both Norwegian and American standards, FrP is moderate 

on the spectrum, while Trump is moderate on (some) issues. One way of seeing this is that 

FrP doesn’t have to move to the left on such issues, because moderation on social security is 

taken for granted. It is an incorporated part of the ideology and belongs to the philosophy, 

the Norwegian belief system and foundational perspective on what is regarded as the good 

society. While its meaning might be challenged and changed, its presence is unquestionable 

and locked in position regardless of political ideology and party preferences. Subsequently, 

the party can focus on sociocultural issues instead (Rydgren, 2010: 58). 

Thus, the good society is not something that is longed for and approached by futuristic means 

as it is in Sanders’ discourse, and it is not seen as a lost past that needs to be conserved as 

proposed by Trump. Instead, the good society is the present, and through progress and 

innovation it can be even better. Individuals can lead good lives if they are empowered and 

productive contributors to society. An important obstacle to such prosperity is the elite on 

top which promotes politics that benefit themselves. Just as important is the pressure 

experienced from immigration, maybe even more so now than ever.  

10.4 The Question of Immigration  
In accordance with both Sanders and Trump, it is the middle class and working class that 

largely are influenced when the good society is pressured. In accordance with Trump, within 

FrP’s discourse of the good society, immigration makes the biggest challenge. Because the 

economic situation and welfare system in Norway are already defined as a success story, 
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backed up with the incomes of an oil nation, the party can allow themselves to focus on 

sociocultural issues. As Trump the past year has steered the conversations about this issue, 

FrP has had the same defining position in Norway. The difference is that in Norway, the 

discourse has been adopted by other parties and the issue has been normalized. This is a win 

for FrP, and it has resulted in stricter immigration policies, especially after they entered 

government in 2013 and all their predictions and warnings “came true” with the exploding 

immigration crisis.  

The discourse worries about the economic repercussions and the possible sacrifices that must 

be made to include a relatively large number of immigration into the universal welfare state. 

Even more so, however, the discourse pays attention to the cultural aspects, and the 

challenges that contests the Norwegian cultural heritage and tradition. A border is created 

between Norwegian and other alienated cultures (Bjørklund, 2007: 160): 

 FrP is a liberal people’s party. It is built on Norway’s constitution, Norwegian and Western 

 tradition and cultural heritage, with a basis in Christian worldview and humanistic values.79  

  

Thus, immigration is regarded as a challenge to the established Norwegian reality, and FrP 

has taken it upon themselves to address this problem head on. Listhaug has been outspoken 

in this discussion. With the term “godhetstyranniet” (tyranny of good intentions), she has 

pinpointed what she regards as the main conflict between the right and the left in the 

immigration debate. “Godhetstyranniet” explains the tendency of increased naivety, 

irresponsible policies, and misplaced kindness amongst Norwegian people and politicians80; 

““The tyranny of good intentions” is blowing across Norway like a nightmare”, Listhaug 

stated in November 2015 (Sandvik, 2015)(my translation). This builds on a discourse that 

opposes both the system Norway has in place to welcome immigrants and how we react to 

immigration. Listhaug and FrP are of the opinion that restrictions must be enforced in order 

to maintain a sustainable welfare society for the future, even though it can and will violate 

the established and cherished humanitarian traditions and obligations. According to FrP, the 

established and overall optimistic attitude towards immigration in combination with an 

obvious need of restrictions, is the main problem when facing the prospects of a better society 

(Jupskås, 2013: 9). 
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10.5 Who is the Good Society for? 
The use of “us” and “them” is an important tool in FrP’s discourse, and the master signifiers 

are used continuously to create opposition, both to the establishment and to immigrants. This 

third layered societal structure shows that “they” represents the elite, while “we” represent 

the people. In FrP’s discourse, “we” are honest, upright and decent workers; the people who 

pull their weight in society by doing the indispensable tasks. “They”, on the other hand, are 

the opposite: elitists, inept politicians and bureaucrats, and all sorts of predominant 

caretakers. Immigrants belong to a different and lower outgroup, as they are placed in the 

same position as negative stereotypes, such as abusers of the welfare state, slackers and free 

loaders (Bjørklund, 2007: 164-65, Marsdal, 2007: 260, 295-296). With such criticism and 

classifications of groups, FrP kicks in all directions in order to create a certain legitimate 

identity for themselves and interpellate the contrasting attributions to “the others”. This 

shows three narratives within the party’s overall policies; (1) FrP reveals the undeserving 

disadvantaged, (2) FrP warns about the dangers of mixing cultures and (3) FrP confronts the 

naïve elite (Marsdal, 2007: 256) 

Due to the importance of immigration as issue in their politics, FrP has equated immigrants 

with undeserving disadvantaged, meaning freeloaders and slackers who exploits the generous 

system. In addition, the mixing of cultures is presented as a negative societal trait. This means 

that immigrants have the lead roles in two out of three of the party’s overall narratives, and 

that they are targeted as the most pressing out-group.  

 There is reason to fear that [we will experience] serious differences and oppositions between 

 ethnic groups in Norway. It is ethnically irresponsible not to tighten the immigration policies 

 to prevent conflicts in the Norwegian society.81 

 

The xenophobia visible in this excerpt shows that immigrants are positioned as trouble in the 

otherwise stable Norwegian society, and that FrP represents the good guys wanting to prevent 

disturbances without being stopped by naivety and the tyranny of good intentions. The idea 

is that “Norway should cover the need of workforce by prioritizing the Norwegian 

population”82 and that “special arrangements with benefits for immigrants should cease”83. 

This is two of the proposed measures to control unwanted immigration and constrain 

immigrants’ negative effect on our labor market and traditions but more importantly, to stop 
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the pressure on the in-group in order for “us” to lead the good life, in the good society “we” 

have created and envision for the future.  

 Large asylum arrivals can put a stop to Norway’s ability to help as many as possible in their 

 own vicinities, maintain our own welfare model and secure asylum. The government want to 

 make restrictions and is thinking long-term. That’s solidarity in practice (Listhaug, 2016)(my 

 translation). 

 

There’s a latent worry that undeserving disadvantaged will receive what deserving 

disadvantaged should have, and this reverse solidarity is a hallmark for FrP’s approach. This, 

and the fact that they do wish to uphold a generous welfare state and help people in their own 

vicinities, help legitimizing their perspectives as solidary, and by doing so FrP has conquered 

the people’s reason and common sense, and naturalized the division (Marsdal, 2007: 325, 

Hompland, 2006: 9). 

10.6 Liberalism as Politics in Fremskrittspartiet’s Policies 
FrP’s idea of the good society then, indicates tax cuts, privatization, adapted but maximal 

welfare, high employment and less immigration. By drawing upon traditional ideas of 

liberalism and adding a right-wing populist approach, they endorse individualism as a 

hegemonic concept while relying on equality as a fundamental and guiding concept in the 

periphery. Their focus on and prioritizing of socioeconomic issues indicates an alternative 

political scale that trumps the classic left-right spectrum. Instead, or in addition, FrP’s 

position can be said promote the sociocultural cleavage dimension, which contrasts the 

economic rift. Because Norway has a well-functioning welfare system and economy, the need 

of pitting workers against capital fades in comparison to the need to handle sociocultural 

conflicts (Rydgren, 2010: 59). Thus, liberalism works as a guiding force regarding stances 

related to economy and individual’s freedom and opportunities within this sector, while the 

right-wing populist side of the party is more active and visible on the sociocultural dimension 

where immigration and equality for the deserving are in focus. It has become clear however, 

that both ideological branches place individualism in the front seat when actual politics are 

to be developed and operationalized. Therefore, the balance that Norway has been 

accustomed to is tested by the means of an old discourse combined with a new.  
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PART V: DISCUSSION 
 

11. Similar in Focus – Different in Approach 

Both Trump and Sanders are anti-establishment and anti-politics challenging a strong 

political base and recognized institutions. As Sanders stated; “I think that there is profound 

frustration all over this country with establishment politics”.84 Based on the proved low trust 

in government among Americans, this approach seems natural and legitimate, and might 

explain their success in the primaries. FrP also had an anti-establishment attitude as the 

oppositional party in Norway. However, the party has become a part of the establishment 

without any significant negative consequences for the party, and instead, an increased support 

to and trust in government is experienced. Thus, it seems to be important and effective for 

politicians to interpellate themselves as non-elite and disassociate with the “rigged” system, 

even when being a part of this very structure.  

All entities are resorting to populist tools in order to get their opinions heard, Trump and FrP 

with right-wing populism and Sanders with left-wing populism. All of them are anti-

globalization, or globalization sceptics. Trump and Sanders are skeptical, because the cost of 

globalization is bigger than the gains. The trade deals we see today are according to Trump 

a total disaster for the country85, and according to Sanders only beneficial for corporate 

America, not American workers86. Both want to focus on and invest in their own country. 

Trump adds the factor of immigration to his anti-globalization tendencies as he wants to build 

walls and shut immigrants out by having strong control of human movement. FrP wants to 

both take advantage of the possibilities of globalization and protect the country from its 

dangers87, but most of all they are protectionist of the national culture and heritage that are 

challenged by globalization and the movement of people. Promotion of domestic solutions 

to domestic issues are key for all of them. As Trump states; “Americanism, not globalism, 

will be our credo”(Trump, 2016b). Moreover, they all focus on the middle class and the 

inequality and danger this group faces, whether it is economic or socioeconomic challenges, 

and thus they also represent the voices of the outsiders.  
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Another similarity identified is between Trump and FrP as both have a discursive focus on 

individualism on the expense of equality, and both are issue oriented towards immigration, 

social security and taxation. They represent a three layered perspective on society, in which 

the additional layer is extra sensitive due to ethno-nationalist xenophobia. In addition, they 

have similar rhetorical strategies, as both say it as is, and are not preoccupied and constrained 

by what they see as unproductive political correctness and a tyranny of good intentions. As 

Trump said about the current American government: “They have put political correctness 

above common sense, above your safety, and above all else. I refuse to be politically correct” 

(Trump, 2016c: 15:07). Furthermore, they want to protect what is theirs – Trump with a main 

focus on economy and jobs, FrP with a main focus on culture and national identity. While 

both are identified as right-wing alternatives, they are mobile regarding their positions on the 

political specter. These approaches also create further distinctions to the politics and ways of 

Sanders.  

We see that societal changes influence our perspectives of history, definitions and positioning 

of concepts, and underlying philosophical guiding principles. Such fluidity requires changes 

in how politics are handled. Normally, alterations of this kind become apparent in presented 

policies. However, it can also appear in the fundamental structures of how we organize and 

think about politics. When structuring politics and policies, Sanders, Trump and FrP use three 

different approaches to the political spectrum.  

11.1 The American Approach 
In the contemporary US, there’s a continuous effort to uphold liberty, individualism and at 

the same time rebuild and maintain community and solidarity. The United States is built on 

contradictory influences, such as biblical religion and enlightenment, and individualism and 

state building. These influencing factors have in the past provided mutual challenge of 

concepts, but also a certain balance (Dionne, 2012b: 40-41). A lost sense of national balance 

has developed, and the political scene we see today is characterized by an increasing 

polarization where Democrats are dedicated to communitarian views and where 

Conservatives defend a pure and radical form of individualism (Fiorina, 2013: 853, Dionne, 

2012a: 68, 122-123). Democrats will almost always support the liberal side, while 

Republicans have a strong tendency to support conservative ideas. The tendency has thus 

been that politics coincide with ideology. This polarization has been recognized as 

asymmetric as the Republican Party has been the entity of rebellious, ideologically extremism 

and claimed the progressive movement of populism, while the Democrats to a larger extent 
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has focused on practical politics and specific policy measures (Mann and Ornstein, 2013: 51-

55, Dionne, 2012a: 209). However, today we see that candidates from both parties move 

away from the center of the traditional right-left scale, and disregard the traditional roles and 

expected approaches. At the same time, the US experiences a downturn that is both 

economically and culturally, and necessarily and ultimately will challenge the trusted system 

and force change. These parallel processes have created turbulence in the 2016 primaries, 

and the structural change and political development can be exposed by looking at Trump’s 

and Sanders’ campaigns.  

Trump is no ordinary politician – actually, he has on more than one occasion disassociated 

himself with politicians and their ways: “(…) our leaders are stupid. Our politicians are 

stupid”88. He is an outsider turned politician, which is somewhat ironic, since he has stated 

that “good people don’t go into government”. Now, he is not only challenging the Republican 

core, but also the way politics traditionally have been viewed and organized in the US. 

Instead of committing to the far right on all questions, and succumbing to and continuing the 

polarization process, Trump is challenging the trend by being ideologically flexible deciding 

his own positioning on the right-left spectrum. He is following conservative traditions, for 

example as he talks about history, creating a nostalgic and convincing narrative easily 

accessible for voters, but he is not limited by its uniformity or the expectations it has to its 

promoters. 

I have [supported politicians] on both sides, Democrats, Republicans, liberals, conservatives. 

I've supported everybody, because, until recently, I wasn't a politician, and I hope maybe you 

don't all consider me a politician right now. I hate the term politician.89 

Thus, already before he became a candidate, he supported a variety of ideologies and 

perspectives. Trump’s answer to the growing polarization and to the current situation, is a 

mix-to-match political stance presented by populist means. He doesn’t conform to the 

traditional right-left scale, but aims to give the best possible solutions to the most pressing 

issues, regardless of the traditional ideological belonging of these perspectives 

Polarization of politics indicates that politicians have extreme underlying dispositions. This 

does not seem to indicate good representation of the population, as most citizen are not 

polarized, but tend to have moderate ideological temperaments (Ahler and Broockman, 2016: 

2, 5, 20-27). Thus, one can argue that a candidate like Trump, who support a mix of polices, 
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possibly is a better fit for many citizen. He is not like the politicians - he is more like the 

voters. With his populist approach as a supplement, he has the perfect base to represent the 

voters’ views on individual issues. With immigration defined as the main issue pressuring 

the good society, Trump’s tailored discourse seems to have an edge. The skepticism is real, 

and people have a genuine fear of the possible repercussions of immigration. When this issue 

is brought into the discourse and legitimized, people feel like they’re being heard (Fiorina, 

2013: 856). Moreover, at the same time as conservativism on immigration predicts Trump 

support, so does liberalism on taxes and social security (Ahler and Broockman, 2016: 28-

29). Thus, Trump highlights maybe the most important issues on both sides of the traditional 

scale – protectionism and immigration on the right, social welfare and economic fairness on 

the left.  

Looking at equality in relation to welfare and the good society, Trump uses the term “Social 

Security” 13 times versus Sanders’ 20, and “Health Care” only 4 times versus Sanders’ 61 

times. While Trump doesn’t use the “Medicare” at all in the first 12 debates, Sanders point 

to this program 18 times. Thus, the difference is not only found in how they talk about the 

topics, but also in how much they focus on these matters and the frequency in which they are 

mentioned. At first glance, this might seem like a contradiction: How can Trump talk so little 

about social security if this is one of the issues he advocates in order to claim liberal votes? 

It is possible that Trump does not mention the specific programs and terms because these 

reforms have negative connotations on the conservative side of the spectrum. Thus, instead 

of referring to the structures that are in place, he points to the need of change; “(…) we have 

to take care of the people that can’t take care of themselves. And I will do that through a 

different system”90 

In this way, by ignoring the standardized and strong polarization of politics, Trump aims to 

create some kind of conceptual balance of individualism and equality by thinking outside the 

box and prioritizing both the conceptual preferences of left and the right, traditionally 

representing equality and individualism respectively. Individualism is still of greatest 

importance, but equality is invited out of the periphery. This is done when speaking about 

the issues that matters the most within the discourse of the good society. In a political 

environment where radical individualism is close to triumph, and the balance seems to be 

suppressed, Trump gives the alternative of ideological mixing that might be more attractive 
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to the actual voter and possibly a step towards a new kind of balance. Based on the current 

situation in the US, Trump can’t but prioritize both economic and socioeconomic issues, and 

this might be the reason for why he so strongly is focusing on immigration with an economic 

perspective: it includes two issues that are very important to the voters, and represent both 

sides of the economic/socioeconomic divide.  

Sanders differs from Trump in many ways, and maybe especially so in the way he structures 

his politics according to the traditional right-left spectrum. Sanders is radical, not because he 

challenges the underlying structuring of politics, but because he proposes politics according 

to a left-wing polarization that is revolutionary within American politics. Historically, 

polarization and populism of this caliber has been a conservative characteristics, but with 

Sanders, it is also found far left on the scale. Thus, Sanders is structuring his politics 

according to a well-known structural foundation, but he adds a radical perspective that has 

not been relevant until now.  

Sanders challenges the Democratic tendency to focus on practical politics and specific policy 

measures. He claims populism, and manages to create a narrative and tell a story people 

believe and engage in. He talks about the future, instead of the past, which underlines his 

progressive stance. In his story, a balance between individualism and equality is not only an 

ideal, it is possible. His proposed politics indicate a restoration and improvement of the lost 

balance. He doesn’t aim for a balance that is based on an endless conversation and struggle 

between the right and the left, where individualism is promoted by one side and equality by 

the other. Instead, he is convinced that conceptual balance is possible within the very same 

political discourse and ideological position. It doesn’t require un-polarized politics, but rather 

repositioning and reprioritization of concepts within the political discourse of the good 

society in the left-end fringe of the political spectrum. This is a balance he has seen possible 

in Scandinavia, a balance where equality promotes individualism and vice versa, instead of 

a tug war between the two. However, this balance of the Nordic welfare state is also 

challenged – in Norway by the rise of FrP and the rising devotion to a different structure that 

is downgrading both the idea of polarization, and moderate and mixed ideologies.  

The left side of the political spectrum chose Clinton and thus also the establishment. Because, 

even though she has been influenced by Sanders’ politics, she is a representative of the system 

and thus a part of the problem. In this way, her experience and knowledge might be her 

biggest strength and biggest weakness, as she represents what has been fought by Sanders’ 
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and Trump’s campaigns. “She is their puppet (…) Clinton’s message is that things will never 

change: never ever” (Trump, 2016b) and “Secretary Clinton does represent the establishment. 

I represent, I hope, ordinary Americans, and by the way, who are not all that enamored with 

the establishment”.91 The right side of the spectrum has chosen Trump and anti-politics. This 

shows that the tradition has not entirely been turned upside down, as Democrats stay policy-

oriented and sticks to the center, while Republicans choose populism and an overall narrative. 

As lower trust in government may lead to more anti-establishment, demand for bigger 

changes may follow. In the 2016 Presidential election, Trump answers this demand: “My 

message is that things have to change – and they have to change right now” (Trump, 2016b). 

If this will lead to a victory for the anti-establishment in the presidential election on 

November 8 2016 is yet to be determined.  

11.2 The Norwegian Approach 
Just like in the US, Norway has seen changes in the political environment the past years, 

largely due to external pressure and attempts to provide good solutions to maintain the high 

economic living standard and the valued national identity. The political consequences of 

these changes peaked in 2013, when the Norwegians voted a right-wing coalition into 

government, and thus made the center-left and left the oppositional force. However, instead 

of seeing increasing polarization between the left and the right, there is a tendency of political 

adoption and adaption, where what used to be distinctive political currents now use 

discourses more or less interchangeably depending on what is regarded as the hegemonic 

discourse. Studies indicate that the experienced threat from anti-immigration parties and the 

political success of such parties can influence and form the policies of the more mainstream 

parties (Spanje, 2010: 578-579) 

Due to the economic wealth of an oil nation and a well-established and trusted welfare state, 

politicians and parties have had the opportunity to focus on socioeconomic issues on the 

expense of economic questions. The discourse of the good society is therefore largely focused 

on matters such as the social aspects of immigration. The economy is regarded as something 

controlled by the market force and free an independent businesses and individuals92, while 

immigration needs to be monitored and controlled by an awake and involved state. Thus, this 

is where the government can interfere, without challenging the individual rights of “us” and 

under the claim of wanting to uphold equality for the deserving. FrP represents a new way of 
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thinking about and organizing politics, and the party’s success is a result of the overall right-

wing tendency to prioritize value based politics over economic matters.  

A value political and socioeconomic right-left scale has been actualized as a parallel to the 

more traditional economic right-left scale and thus we see two conflicting dimensions within 

western politics. On the latter, FrP is positioned in a more center-oriented position, especially 

due to their commitment to improve welfare. In comparison, the Conservative Party is located 

further right. On the former, however, FrP is found on the extreme right-wing. The voters, 

the working middle class and the “us”, are still positioned rather left on the economic scale, 

while they tend to vote more conservative on the socioeconomic and value-based scale. This 

is in good agreement with FrP’s politics. As the voters have shown increased support for 

more right-wing politics, this is because the socioeconomic questions are more important to 

them than questions about economy and distribution (Bjørklund, 2007: 162). 

Again, we see resemblances between Trump and FrP. Old patters are under reconstruction 

and challenged by a growing right wing and alternative solutions that opposes what we 

normally expect from ideologies and parties. Where Trump has had an abrupt rise to 

discursive hegemony, FrP has slowly but surely increased their impact and support, and 

secured hegemony on the socioeconomic discourse of the good society. While the level of 

extremism might not overlap, both entities are considerably further right regarding 

immigration policies and further left on welfare/social security than maybe expected. Such 

changes in political scales, where the politics are built up around certain topics and a dynamic 

external environment, show dynamic parties and dynamic solutions. This may either be 

interpreted as a situation where parties and politicians have less foundation in ideology, or it 

can serve as proof that ideologies provide normative framework, tools and guidance, without 

necessarily overlapping with party politics. It might also prove that new ideological 

constellations are establishing in the Western world. Nevertheless, this flexibility has shown 

solutions that seem attractive for the voter, because most voters are not bound by ideology or 

party, but rather by interests and what they perceive as pressing issues regarding their own 

individual prosperity and rights, and concerning the safety and maintenance of the “us”. 

12. How Did We Get Here and What Does it Mean?  

What’s the reason for FrP rise to power in Norway? How did an outsider and non-politician 

like Trump become a candidate to be America’s next President? And in a reality where this 

tendency seems to accumulate both support and discursive hegemony, where does Sanders’ 
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leftist revolution fit in? The information at hand and the findings presented above indicate 

that the movements are caused by anxious people. When people can see and feel downturn 

and pressure, they start to look for alternatives, and critique of the established is inevitable. 

Politics are about the representation of people and people’s interests. It is about both facing 

and causing critique, and it is about providing solutions and balance, both in theory and in 

operationalization. Based on the former, I see four aspects as particularly influential when 

looking at the rise and intention of new political schemes; the power of critique, the power 

of discourses, the power of master signifiers and the power of conceptual balance and 

imbalance.  

12.1 The Power of Critique 
Challenge of the established, critique of the status quo and revolution typifies our society. 

We have a crisis led society where critique is continuous and serves as a balancing factor to 

always rise questions and always look ahead for improvement and alternative realities. 

Continuous crisis means that change is always needed, and thus, alternative and oppositional 

forces get established on a legitimate basis. Such changes materialize in discourses. 

Assuming that all minds and articulators within the discourse aim for the common goal of 

good society, the questions becomes what the good society entails. Oppositional forces in 

form of competing ideologies, philosophies, perspectives on history and alternative party 

political solutions maintain a constant critique and thus constant development. 

Trump and Sanders are embodiments of this critique in the American political system, 

because they, in different ways, rose as alternatives to the status quo as they challenged the 

establishment and vowed to avoid further downturn and crisis. FrP has since its origin been 

a major representative for critique in Norway, as the party early on opposed the established 

system and spread awareness of alternative approaches. While liberalism still is the 

constitutive ideology of the west, its definition and application is up for grab. People respond 

to critique; they want betterment, they want to avoid crisis, and they listen to politicians as 

the modern society’s representatives of critique. This is why the discourses used are so 

important; they contain the articulations of an ongoing crisis as well as critique to the system 

that has allowed it to happen, and solutions to restore the good society.  

12.2 The Power of Discourses 
The use of discourses help the articulator legitimize truisms, but they also make it possible 

to expose the relative truths presented, and disclose the goal of the critique. Discourses are 

used to make ideas and opinions valid and commonsensical – they are critique in practice. 
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By strategically using rhetorical tools, by referring to and positioning core concepts, by 

following philosophical guidelines, and by answering to external pressure, politicians create 

narratives that are both familiar to the voters and provide a new and relevant take. Discourses 

are powerful political tools, not just because they convince voters, but because they can 

influence other political currents and parties if hegemony on important issues is reached. 

Trump’s ownership to the question of immigration is one example on how a discourse has 

formed the overall political debate, and the center-left adoption of FrP’s immigration stance 

and policies another. Sanders discourse mobilized the left, and gave an alternative 

understanding of what the good society in the US could look like. The discursive struggle 

added by Sanders might be essential in the current election process. FrP didn’t necessarily 

reach governmental position because of the strength of the party, but possibly because there 

was a lack of a mobilizing alternative (Marsdal, 2007: 323). Sanders represented a mobilizing 

and populist alternative to the right-wing discourse of Trump. This parallel critique war 

between two fairly new and considerably powerful positions in the American society, and 

the subsequent critique of the established and the status quo, may have been determining in 

the awareness and positioning of voters both during and after the primaries.  

Discourses are built up by concepts that are positioned based on importance and relevance. 

The senders propose to the audience by referring to important aspects of our lives, economic 

prosperity, jobs and security indeed, but maybe more importantly, our identity, who we are 

and who we are not – and thus who might challenge all of the above.  

12.3 The Power of “Us” and “Them” 
Master signifiers are powerful discursive tools that create a significant distinction between 

people and groups, and construct a reality of who is deserving, who should be considered and 

heard both when developing politics and when deciding who should have individual rights 

and equality. It also decides who we expect to contribute to the good society. There’s a big 

difference between emphasizing the “us” or the “them” in a discourse. One cannot exist 

without the other, but when looking at Trump’s, Sanders’ and FrP’s discourses, some 

interesting tendencies can be exposed.  

Sanders has an overarching focus on “us” and the community and unity “we” form as citizen, 

as dependents on the state and as contributors to the good society. Togetherness is crucial in 

Sanders discourse, and he aims to stop the alienating of other groups of society: 
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 I believe we stand together to address the real issues facing this country, not allow them to 

 divide us by race or where we come from.93 

Trump has the opposite approach as he focuses on “them” as the problem instead of “us” as 

the solution. According to Trump, “they”, the enemy which takes many forms, challenges 

the possibilities of a united and thriving nation: 

 (…) the enemy, whether it's ISIS or anybody else, they know exactly what we're doing 

 because we have the wrong leadership.94 

FrP is more subtle in their presentation of in-groups and out-groups, and the distinction 

between people are created in more implicit manners. The tendency is that they, as Trump, 

focus on “them” as a challenger instead of “us” as a unifier. “They” challenge both our 

welfare system and national identity, and Listhaug has stated that “they” need to contribute 

before they can benefit, and that “they” cannot expect special treatment. “They” also need to 

integrate, but not assimilate, as they are to be returned as soon as possible.95  

Both Trump and Sanders have created discourses that divide people and government, as 

government is seen as another layer of “them”. The same goes for FrP, but more so prior to 

the party’s entrance in government when it still was in opposition. This is a classic tool for 

political entities in opposition, and we see that the elected representatives of “us” is regarded 

as “them”, which boosts the idea of the need of something new, something different and 

something beneficial for “us”. This confirms as much as it exemplifies Mouffe’s statement 

that political mobilizing cannot exist without collective identities, regardless of 

individualism’s position (Mouffe, 2005: 69-70) 

12.4 The Power of Balance 
Discourses and the critique and groupings they construct are powerful tools as variations of 

the good society are presented. In order to legitimize these opinions, they rely on the power 

of liberalism in various ways. Both in Norway and the US, the good society is the goal, but 

the preferred means varies as continuous interpretations of the ideology are put forward as 

ideal. What we see in today’s political climate is that the left, here represented by Sanders 

and FrP’s center-left opposition, tries to reach a balance of concepts mainly based on 

liberalism as philosophy and the foundational guidelines it offers, and the associated 

interpretation of liberalism as ideology. The thought is that this will accumulate in balance, 
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politics and policies in the best interest of the good society. Trump and FrP on the other hand, 

seem to want to achieve balance of concepts based on their own understandings of the 

ideology of liberalism, as well as issue oriented policies and politics. Through this approach, 

they aim to create balance through changes in the foundational philosophy. Thus, they focus 

on the interests of the voters and caters the voters wish for and right to lead the good life. The 

causality is reversed. 

This distinction is admittedly delicate, as all the approaches to liberalism are highly 

interconnected and are all necessary building blocks as the parties and politicians develop 

and defend their politics. It is the small distinctions of approach that make the big difference, 

however, and this might explain why the left, both in the US and in Norway, seem to come 

short in the experience of external crisis like the one we see today with immigration. Because 

the left to a lager extent rely on the fundamental philosophy and the ideological features of 

liberalism instead of promoting liberalism’s politics, it also experiences the need and pressure 

to make fundamental alterations and changes. The right-wing alternatives, on the other hand, 

meets the crisis by focusing their politics on this issue, by saying it as it is, by legitimizing 

peoples’ worries and fears, by focusing on the pressured socioeconomic and economic 

aspects, and thus giving an alternative that appears as honest, engaging, productive and 

representative. 

The whole process might seem more extreme in the US than in Norway, and this can largely 

be blamed on the current system and the US’ person-oriented politics. The turbulence might 

be more extreme in the US because of more distinguished conceptual imbalance, and the fact 

that they simultaneously have mobilized a populist left-wing alternative. In addition, the US 

is quantitatively measured to be not as good a society as Norway, and the country has 

noticeably low and decreasing trust in the national government, while Norway has seen 

increasing trust in national government, going from 54% to 70% the past seven years (UNDP, 

2013: 174, UNDP, 2014: 220, UNDP, 2015: 266). This may make it easier to mobilize new 

and extreme alternatives in the US, both left and right. Here, there’s power in the imbalance, 

because the fluidity leaves concepts open for redefinition and locking, both in meaning and 

position. When the imbalance of concepts is big, it will necessarily create a track error where 

imbalances and distinctions in politics also will grow, and consequently lead to continuous 

criticisms on the operationalization of the good society. In Norway however, were trust in 

government is high and the imbalance of concepts low, the alternatives of government don’t 

appear as extreme, because extreme changes are not needed. FrP’s contribution is significant 
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indeed, and they do have hegemony on immigration and how to handle this in order to 

maintain the good society. However, they don’t have majority in government, and they are, 

in comparison to Trump, suggesting innocent policies and minimal alterations to the 

established system. Thus, it takes more critique, more powerful discourses and more 

extremism to build a good society, than to make a good society better.  

PART VI: CONCLUSION 
 

13. Conclusion 

Our 21st century society is in trouble and in transition, and people worry about their futures 

as they perceive their good society as withering and jeopardized due to external pressure and 

poor governance. This study was set out to look at liberalism as politics in today’s challenged 

and changing political climate. I wanted to examine the dynamics between liberalism as 

fundamental ideology, the good society as goal and ideal, and the welfare state as a mean to 

reach this objective. I wanted to look at the construction of the political spheres, and examine 

the similarities and differences between two quantitatively proven and qualitatively 

experienced good societies, embodied in the so-called American Dream in the US and the 

Scandinavian Dream in Norway. Thus, I aimed to explain the rise and intention of innovative 

political solutions and look at how these are both constituted and constituted. I have looked 

at liberalism as core ideology in combination with contemporary political discourses and new 

ideological constellations. Discursive tools and a conceptual approach enabled me to look 

beyond the fact that political shifts are happening, and instead explore if these shifts can be 

seen as an overall transnational trend that occurs regardless of the individual state’ national 

characteristics, political history, structure and political implementation.  

Liberalism has through its many aspects and through critique and crisis been pivotal in the 

construction of Western societies. Variations of liberalism have developed in different 

locations, and these variants come with different societal preferences and political 

inclinations. Thus, liberalism is both a dominant and dynamic force. In the US, the current 

of classic liberalism has had most significance, while social liberalism has been of primary 

importance in Norway. In many ways, these currents indicate further behavior of the country, 

perspectives on the good society, conceptual preferences and how concepts are positioned 

and put into action. This is especially true when looking at individualism and equality, and 

the dynamic between these concepts that are found in the core of the welfare state. The 
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balance and imbalance and positioning and repositioning of these concepts are of particular 

importance as contemporary political discourses both draw on liberalism’s legacy and strive 

to reach domination. In the case of Norway, individualism has historically been placed in the 

periphery and the maximal welfare state provides, above everything else, equality and 

solidarity. Regardless of this conceptual preference of equality, we see a conceptual balance 

that has provided a stable and thriving society. In the US, on the other hand, the concepts 

seem to be more oppositional than supplementing, and individualism is prioritized as concept 

creating imbalance and increased inequality. Thus, we see that these underlying and 

naturalized principles and power-ideas still guide the way we think, speak and act politically. 

While the differences between the US and Norway, and between Sanders, Trump and FrP, 

are manifold and significant, it is their similarities that best can indicate overall tendencies. 

Their many and substantial differences make the similarities even more noticeable and 

important, especially since these similarities largely are seen in the overall focus and political 

narrative. All entities are products of liberalism as fundamental ideology, and they are all 

populist alternatives with a strong anti-establishment and anti-political focus, and anti-

globalization inclinations. Thus, they all represent a wave of critique in the midst of social 

and economic downturn and crisis. They answer the challenges and crises caused by 

globalization with local critique and local solutions. Their individual perspectives all started 

out as smaller and oppositional discourses within the context they originated. Now, new 

structures and approaches have appeared, and their politics thus serve as a united movement 

against the binary logics of politics. What can be seen as an ideological and political 

saturation point has made the discourses not only available, but also attractive for the larger 

population through inversion. In the US we see polarization, and both right-wing and left-

wing opposition to the establishment on behalf of an enraged middle class. In Norway, the 

right-wing party has already won its way to government, and thus the establishment was 

removed from power as the blue-blue coalition was inaugurated. The accomplishments of 

Sanders, Trump and FrP show that the power of critique, the power of hegemonic discourses, 

the power of strategically using master signifiers correctly to create in-groups and out-groups, 

and the power of creating conceptual balance (or imbalance) are important if new ideological 

constellations are to get foothold. As Norway and the US are substantially different, the fact 

that both experience similar trends indicate that globalization is still a relevant trait, even in 

an anti-globalization climate. Moreover, it shows an equal disposition to develop innovative 
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solutions and use alternative political tools in order to reach the envisioned good society that 

will enable citizens to lead a good life.  

The findings indicate a series of crises – economic crisis, immigration crisis, crisis of 

democracy and representation, crisis of capitalism, and a crisis of solidarity and of the welfare 

state. On top of this, or as an accumulation of these crises, an anti-political sentiment has 

risen, and we see a larger political crisis led by anti-political politics that opposes the status 

quo, the elites, the top-down politics and the establishment. We see that people relate and 

respond to what is close to their hearts and minds, to every-day politics and to new solutions. 

This means that both people and politicians have become comfortable with challenging the 

system, and that they have come to terms with the possibilities of a new path and new 

alternatives. We also see a willingness to support extreme solutions in order to fix the status 

quo and secure the good society. This should not be misunderstood as a negative 

development, because improvement happens through critique, avant-garde and change. 

However, in combination with external pressure and erosion of solidarity, the anti-political 

has for many become synonymous with right-wing ideas and values as seen in Trump’s 

campaign and FrP’s politics. Despite this trend, Sanders’ message in the primaries shows that 

anti-political, populist and revolutionary characteristics do not have to be right-wing, which 

again suggests that new approach to the political spectrum and new ideologies may not be 

necessary to see change. 

Thus, contemporary politics is not so much about the importance of ideologies as it is about 

using tools from the past to provide a continuation of best practice adapted to the current 

situation and envisioned future. It’s not so much about the importance of liberalism, as it is 

about the importance of politics that answer the questions and solves the issues that people 

find important here and now. Like most political currents, this development provides great 

opportunities and big responsibilities, and while it is still early to conclude on where this 

development will take the Western societies, it seems like we might be witnessing the genesis 

of the freedom of the 21st century, namely political freedom. 



- LIBERALISM AS POLITICS - 

72 

 

SOURCE MATERIAL 
 

Sanders: 

All Democratic Presidential Debates (DPD) are available at: 

http://www.uspresidentialelectionnews.com/2016-debate-schedule/2016-democratic-

primary-debate-schedule/ [Last accessed 26.07.2016] 

1st DPD, October 13 2015, Las Vegas, Nevada 

 2nd DPD, November 14 2015, Des Moines, Iowa 

 3rd DPD, December 19 2015, Goffstown, New Hampshire 

 4th DPD, January 17 2016, Charleston, South Carolina 

 5th DPD, February 4 2016, Durham, New Hampshire 

 6th DPD, February 11 2016, Milwaukee, Wisconsin 

 7th DPD, March 6 2016, Flint, Michigan 

 8th DPD, March 9 2016, Miami, Florida 

 9th DPD, April 14 2016, Brooklyn, New York 

Sanders’ Announcement Speech, May 26 2015, Vermont. Available: 

https://berniesanders.com/bernies-announcement/ [Last accessed: 26.07.2016] 

Sanders’ “A Fair and Humane Immigration Policy”. Available: 

https://berniesanders.com/issues/a-fair-and-humane-immigration-policy/ [Last accessed: 

26.07.2016]  

 

Trump: 

All Republican Presidential Debates (RPD) are available at: 

http://www.uspresidentialelectionnews.com/2016-debate-schedule/2016-republican-

primary-debate-schedule/ [Last accessed 26.07.2016] 

 1st RPD, August 6 2015, Cleveland, Ohio 

 2nd RPD, September 16 2015, Simi Valley, California 

 3rd RPD, October 28 2015, Boulder, Colorado  

 4th RPD, November 10 2015, Milwaukee, Wisconsin 

 5th RPD, December 15 2015, Las Vegas, Nevada 

 6th RPD, January 14 2016, North Charleston, South Carolina 

 7th RPD, January 28 2016, Des Moines, Iowa 

 8th RPD, February 6 2016, Goffstown, New Hampshire 

 9th RPD, February 13 2016, Greenville, South Carolina 

http://www.uspresidentialelectionnews.com/2016-debate-schedule/2016-democratic-primary-debate-schedule/
http://www.uspresidentialelectionnews.com/2016-debate-schedule/2016-democratic-primary-debate-schedule/
https://berniesanders.com/bernies-announcement/
https://berniesanders.com/issues/a-fair-and-humane-immigration-policy/
http://www.uspresidentialelectionnews.com/2016-debate-schedule/2016-republican-primary-debate-schedule/
http://www.uspresidentialelectionnews.com/2016-debate-schedule/2016-republican-primary-debate-schedule/


- LIBERALISM AS POLITICS - 

73 

 

 10th RPD, February 25 2016, Houston, Texas 

 11th RPD, March 3 2016, Detroit, Michigan 

12th RPD, March 10, Coral Gables, Florida 

Trump’s Presidential Announcement Speech, June 16 2015, New York. Available: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q_q61B-DyPk [Last accessed: 26.07.2016] 

Trump’s “Immigration Reform That Will Make America Great Again”. Available: 

https://assets.donaldjtrump.com/Immigration-Reform-Trump.pdf [Last accessed: 

26.07.2017] 

 

Fremskrittspartiet: 

FrP’s Action Plan (2013/2017). Available: http://www.e-pages.dk/FrP/184/ [Last accessed 

26.07.2016] 

FrP’s Policy Paper (2013/2017), Available: http://www.e-pages.dk/FrP/183/[Last accessed 

26.07.2016] 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q_q61B-DyPk
https://assets.donaldjtrump.com/Immigration-Reform-Trump.pdf
http://www.e-pages.dk/frp/184/
http://www.e-pages.dk/frp/183/


- LIBERALISM AS POLITICS - 

74 

 

REFERENCES 
 

AHLER, D. J. & BROOCKMAN, D. E. 2016. Does Elite Polarization Imply Poor 

Representation? A New Perspective on the "Disconnect" Between Politicians and 

Voters. 55. 

ALESTALO, M., HORT, S. E. O. & KUHNLE, S. 2009. The Nordic Model: Conditions, 

Origins, Outcomes, Lessons. Working Papers, Hertie School of Governance, 60. 

ANDERSON, C. W. 1990. Pragmatic Liberalism, Chicago and London, The Universty of 

Chicago Press. 

BAKER, C. 2012. Cultural Studies: Theory and Practice, London, Sage Publications Ltd. 

BELL, D. 2012. What Is Liberalism? Political Theory, 42, 682-715. 

BELLAH, R. N. 1997. The Necessity of Opportunity and Community in a Good Society. 

International Sociology, 12, 387-393. 

BJØRKLUND, T. 2007. Fremskrittspartiets suksess og kulturell standardisering. Nytt 

Norsk Tidsskrift, 24, 151-165. 

BROCHMANN, G., HAGELUND, A., BOREVI, K., VAD JØNSSON, H. & PETERSEN, 

K. 2010. Velferdens grenser : innvandringspolitikk og velferdsstat i Skandinavia 

1945-2010, Oslo, Universitetsforlaget. 

CHRISTOFFERSON, H., BEYELER, M., EICHENBERGER, R., NANNESTAD, P. & 

PALDAM, M. 2013. The Good Society : A Comparative Study of Denmark and 

Switzerland, Berlin, Springer Berlin. 

CULLER, J. 1986. Ferdinand de Saussure, Ithaca, N.Y., Cornell University Press. 

DAHL, H. F. 2001. De store ideologienes tid, Oslo, Aschehoug & Co. 

DIONNE, E. J. 2012a. Our Divided Political Heart : the Battle for the American Idea in an 

Age of Discontent, New York, N.Y., Bloomsbury. 

DIONNE, E. J. 2012b. Why History Matter to Liberalism. Democracy, A Journal of Ideas, 

38-47. 

ERIKSEN, T. B., HOMPLAND, ANDREAS & TJØNNELAND, EIVIND 2001. Et lite 

land i verden, Oslo, Aschehoug & Co. 

ESPING-ANDERSEN, G. 1990. The three worlds of welfare capitalism, Cambridge, 

Oxford, Policy Press; marketing and production: Blackwell. 

ESPING-ANDERSEN, G. 1996. Welfare states in transition : national adaptations in 

global economics, London, Sage. 

ESPING-ANDERSEN, G. 2014. Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. In: PIERSON, C. 

C., FRANCIS G,; NAUMANN, INGELA K. (ed.) The Welfare State Reader. 3rd 

ed. Cambridge: Polity Press. 



- LIBERALISM AS POLITICS - 

75 

 

FAIRCLOUGH, N. 1992. Discourse and Social Change, Cambridge, Polity Press. 

FAIRCLOUGH, N. 2010. Critical Discourse Analysis: The Critical Study of Language, 

New York, USA, Pearson Education Limited. 

FAWCETT, E. 2014. Liberalism: The Life of an Idea, Princeton & Oxford, Princeton 

University Press. 

FIORINA, M. P. 2013. America's Polarized Politics: Causes and Solutions. Perspectives on 

Politics, 11, 852-859. 

FOUCAULT, M. 1984. What is Enlightenment? In: RAINBOW, P. (ed.) The Foucault 

Reader. New York: Pantheon Books. 

FREEDEN, M. 2009. Liberal languages : ideological imaginations and twentieth-century 

progressive thought, Princeton, N.J., Princeton University Press. 

GEERTZ, C. 2005. Shifting Aims, Moving Targets: On the Anthropology of Relgion. 

Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 11, 1-15. 

HARTZ, L. 1991. The liberal tradition in America : an interpretation of American political 

thought since the revolution, New York, Harcourt, Brace & World. 

HELD, D. & MCGREW, A. 2003. The global transformations reader : an introduction to 

the globalization debate, Malden, Mass., Polity Press. 

HERO, R. E. & PREUHS, R. R. 2006. Multiculturlism and welfare policies in the USA: A 

state-level comparative analysis. In: BANTING, K. A. K., WILL (ed.) 

Multiculturalism and the Welfare State. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

HO, J. 2011. The Crisis of Liberalism and the Politics of Modernism. Literature Compass, 

8/1, 47-65. 

HOMPLAND, A. 2006. Framsteg. Syn og Segn: Tidsskrift for Kultur, Samfunn og Politikk, 

3. 

JACKSON, B. & STEARS, M. 2012. Liberalism as ideology : essays in honour of Michael 

Freeden, Oxford Univ Press. 

JUPSKÅS, A. R. 2013. Mangfolding mobilisering og velsmurt valgkampmaskineri: 

Fremskrittspartiet runder 40 år. Nytt norsk tidsskrift, 1, 5-17. 

JØRGENSEN, M. & PHILLIPS, L. J. 2002. Discourse analysis as theory and method, 

London, Sage Publications Ltd. 

JØRGENSEN, M. W. & PHILLIPS, L. 1999. Diskursanalyse som teori og metode, 

Frederiksberg, Samfundslitteratur : Roskilde Universitetsforlag. 

KAUPPI, N. 2003. Bourdieu's Political Sociology and the Politics of European Integation. 

Theory and Society, 32, 775-789. 



- LIBERALISM AS POLITICS - 

76 

 

KAUPPI, N. n.d. Elements for a Structural Constructivist Theory of Politics and of 

European Integration. Center for European Studies Working Paper Series #104. 

KING, M. L. 1968. The Other America. 

KOSELLECK, R. 1988. Critique and crisis : enlightenment and the pathogenesis of 

modern society, Oxford, Berg. 

KUEHNELT-LEDDIHN, E. V. 1997. Liberalism in America. The Intercollegiate Review. 

LACLAU, E. & MOUFFE, C. 1985. Hegemony and socialist strategy : towards a radical 

democratic politics, London, Verso. 

LISTHAUG, S. 2016. Solidaritet og nestekjærlighet i praksis [Online]. Available: 

http://www.aftenbladet.no/meninger/debatt/Solidaritet-og-nestekjarlighet-i-praksis-

3869212.html [Accessed 26.07 2016]. 

MALOBERTI, N. 2012. New Approaches to Classical Liberalism. Rationality, Markets 

and Morals, 3, 22-50. 

MANN, T. E. & ORNSTEIN, N. J. 2013. It's even worse than it looks : how the American 

constitutional system collided with the new politics of extremism, New York, Basic 

Books, A Member of the Perseus Books Group. 

MARSDAL, M. E. 2007. Frp-koden : Hemmeligheten bak Fremskrittspartiets suksess, 

Oslo, Forlaget Manifest. 

MATTHEWS, D. 2016. I asked 5 fascism experts whether Donald Trump is a fascist. 

Here's what they said [Online]. Available: http://www.vox.com/policy-and-

politics/2015/12/10/9886152/donald-trump-fascism [Accessed 26.07 2016]. 

MOUFFE, C. 2005. Om det politiska, Tankekraft Förlag. 

NEWYORKTIMES. 2016. Iowa Entrance Polls [Online]. Available: 

http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/02/01/us/elections/iowa-democrat-

poll.html [Accessed 26.07 2016]. 

NOEL, H. 2013. Political ideologies and political parties in America, New York, 

Cambridge University Press. 

PIETERSE, J. N. 2013. What is Global Studies? Globalizations. 

ROOSEVELT, F. D. 1932. Presidential Nomination Address, DNC [Online]. Available: 

http://publicpolicy.pepperdine.edu/academics/research/faculty-research/new-

deal/roosevelt-speeches/fr070232.htm [Accessed 01.06 2016]. 

ROOSEVELT, T. 1910. The New Nationalism, Speech in Osawatomie, Kansas [Online]. 

Available: http://www.theodore-

roosevelt.com/images/research/speeches/trnationalismspeech.pdf [Accessed 

01.06.2016 2016]. 

http://www.aftenbladet.no/meninger/debatt/Solidaritet-og-nestekjarlighet-i-praksis-3869212.html
http://www.aftenbladet.no/meninger/debatt/Solidaritet-og-nestekjarlighet-i-praksis-3869212.html
http://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2015/12/10/9886152/donald-trump-fascism
http://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2015/12/10/9886152/donald-trump-fascism
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/02/01/us/elections/iowa-democrat-poll.html
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/02/01/us/elections/iowa-democrat-poll.html
http://publicpolicy.pepperdine.edu/academics/research/faculty-research/new-deal/roosevelt-speeches/fr070232.htm
http://publicpolicy.pepperdine.edu/academics/research/faculty-research/new-deal/roosevelt-speeches/fr070232.htm
http://www.theodore-roosevelt.com/images/research/speeches/trnationalismspeech.pdf
http://www.theodore-roosevelt.com/images/research/speeches/trnationalismspeech.pdf


- LIBERALISM AS POLITICS - 

77 

 

RYDGREN, J. 2010. Radical Right-wing Populism in Denmark and Sweden: Explaining 

Party System and Stability. SAIS Review of International Affairs, 30, 57-71. 

SANDERS, B. 2015. Senator Bernie Sanders on Democratic Socialism in the United States 

[Online]. Available: https://berniesanders.com/democratic-socialism-in-the-united-

states/ [Accessed 03.05 2016]. 

SANDVIK, S. 2015. Frp-Listhaug: - Godhetstyranniet rir Norge som en mare. nrk.no. 

SCHULZ-FORBERG, H. 2012. Welfare State. In: ANHEIER, H. K., JUERGENSMEYER, 

M. & FAESSEL, V. (eds.) Encyclopedia of Global Studies. Thousand Oaks, CA: 

SAGE Publications, Inc. 

SCHULZ-FORBERG, H. 2013. Zero hours : conceptual insecurities and new beginnings in 

the interwar period, Brussels, P.I.E. Peter Lang. 

SCHULZ-FORBERG, H. 2014. A global conceptual history of Asia, 1860-1940, London, 

Pickering & Chatto. 

SPANJE, J. V. 2010. Contagious parties: anti-immigration parties and their impact on other 

parties' immigration stances in contemporary Western Europe. Party Politics, 16, 

563-586. 

STEGER, M. B. & ROY, R. K. 2010. Neoliberalism : a very short introduction, Oxford, 

Oxford University Press. 

SØRENSEN, G. 2007. Tensions in Liberalism: The Troubled Path to Liberal World Order. 

WZB Discussion Paper, SP IV. 

SØRENSEN, Ø. 1991. Liberalismens historie i Norge - noen hovedlinjer. Ideer om frihet, 

1-2. 

SØRENSEN, Ø. 2001. Kampen om Norges Sjel, Oslo, Aschehoug & Co. 

TRUMP, D. 2016a. Campaign Rally in Hilton Head Island, SC [Online]. Right Side 

Broadcasting Network (RSBN) TV. Available: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s4qDtD25JEA [Accessed 29.07 2016]. 

TRUMP, D. 2016b. Donald J. Trump Republican Nomination Acceptance Speech [Online]. 

donaldjtrump.com. Available: 

https://assets.donaldjtrump.com/DJT_Acceptance_Speech.pdf [Accessed 26.07 

2016]. 

TRUMP, D. 2016c. Donald Trump speaks after Orlando massacre [Online]. CNN Poltics. 

Available: http://edition.cnn.com/videos/politics/2016/06/13/trump-orlando-attack-

full-speech-nr.cnn [Accessed 14.06 2016]. 

UNDP 2013. Human Development Report 2013: The Rise of the South: Human Progress in 

a Diverse World. New York: United Nations Development Programme. 

https://berniesanders.com/democratic-socialism-in-the-united-states/
https://berniesanders.com/democratic-socialism-in-the-united-states/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s4qDtD25JEA
https://assets.donaldjtrump.com/DJT_Acceptance_Speech.pdf
http://edition.cnn.com/videos/politics/2016/06/13/trump-orlando-attack-full-speech-nr.cnn
http://edition.cnn.com/videos/politics/2016/06/13/trump-orlando-attack-full-speech-nr.cnn


- LIBERALISM AS POLITICS - 

78 

 

UNDP 2014. Human Development Report 2014: Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing 

Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience. New York: United Nations Development 

Programme. 

UNDP 2015. Human Development Report 2015: Work for Human Development. New 

York: United Nations. 

WILSON, W. 1918. The State: Elements of Historixal and Practical Politics, Boston, New 

York, Chicago, D.C. Heath & Co., Publishers. 

ZUCKERT, M. P. 2002. Launching liberalism : on Lockean political philosophy, 

Lawrence, University Press of Kansas. 

ZUCKERT, M. P. 2007. On Constitutional Welfare Liberalism: An Old-Liberal 

Perspective. Social Philosophy & Policy Foundation, 24, 266-288. 

 


