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This article provides an explanation of positions taken by national political parties on the issue of European 
integration over the period 1984 to 1996. Our point of departure is the theory of social cleavages set out by Seymour 
Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan in 1967.  To what extent is the response of political parties to European integration 
filtered by historical predispositions that are rooted in the basic cleavages that structure political competition in 
Western European party systems?  Our conclusion is that the new issue of European integration is assimilated into 
pre-existing ideologies of party leaders, activists, and constituencies that reflect long-standing commitments on 
fundamental domestic issues.  We find that the cleavage approach to party politics provides us with a powerful set of 
conceptual and theoretical tools for understanding the positions of national political parties on European integration 
over the period 1984 to 1996. 
 
 
European integration has emerged as a major issue for national political parties. The reallocation 
of authority that has taken place from the mid-1980s amounts to a constitutional revolution 
unparalleled in twentieth century Europe.  National parties now exist in a multi- level polity in 
which decisions about further European integration affect virtually all of their established 
economic and political concerns.  
 This article provides an explanation of positions taken by national political parties on the 
issue of European integration over the period 1984 to 1996. Our point of departure is the theory 
of social cleavages set out by Seymour Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan in 1967.  To what extent 
is the response of political parties to European integration filtered by historical predispositions 
rooted in the basic cleavages that structure political competition in Western European party 
systems?  Our conclusion is that the new issue of European integration is assimilated into pre-
existing ideologies of party leaders, activists, and constituencies that reflect long-standing 
commitments on fundamental domestic issues.  We find that the cleavage approach to party 
politics provides us with a powerful set of conceptual and theoretical tools for understanding the 
positions of national political parties on European integration over the period 1984 to 1996. 

We begin this paper by outlining a theory of party position based on social cleavages.  
Next, we test this theory with data on party positions on European integration. Finally, we apply 
the theory to explain variations within the major party families. 
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A cleavage theory of party position 
 
 

In their seminal article, “Cleavage Systems, Party Systems, and Voter Alignments,” 
Lipset and Rokkan argue that modern European party systems are shaped by a series of historical 
conflicts about state building, religion, and class that took place from the Protestant Reformation 
to the industrial revolution.  According to Lipset and Rokkan, the sequential interaction of these 
conflicts created distinct and highly durable identities, social institutions, and patterns of political 
contestation that can explain both national variations in party systems and the “freezing” of such 
systems.   

Although the influence of traditional social cleavages has diminished in shaping 
individual voting choice, we hypothesise that such cleavages may still be powerful in structuring 
the way political parties respond to new issues.1  Our point of departure is the institutionalist 
presumption that organisations assimilate and exploit new issues within existing schemas. Most 
political parties have established constituencies and long-standing agendas that mobilise intense 
commitments on the part of leaders and activists2. Political parties are not empty vessels into 
which issue positions are poured in response to electoral or constituency pressures; rather, they 
are organisations with historically rooted orientations that guide their response to new issues. 
The range of a political party’s likely responses to a new issue is therefore a product of the 
ideologies of party leaders and the endogenous constraints of party organisation, constituency 
ties, and reputation.  In other words, a political party has its own “bounded rationality” that 
shapes the way in which it comes to terms with new challenges and uncertainties.3 

While party competition is no longer “frozen” along the cleavages identified by Seymour 
Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan, class, religious, and centre/periphery cleavages represent sunk 
costs that influence how party leaders process incentives generated by democratic party 
systems.4 We hypothesise that these cleavages constitute institutional frameworks or “prisms” 
through which political parties respond to the issue of European integration.   

This is to say that although political parties exist in a competitive electoral environment, 
their policy positions cannot, we believe, be predicted as an efficient response to electoral 
incentives. In the first place, it is not obvious to most citizens where their economic interests lie 
on the issue of European integration.  While it is clear to everyone that European integration has 
a profound effect on national economies, polities, and societies, the extent and even the direction 
of economic consequences for individuals are contested.5 In time, European integration may 
spawn clearly demarcated sets of winners and losers, but for the present, the social bases of 
support and opposition to European integration are indistinct.  To the extent that orientations 
toward the EU are weakly structured for individual citizens, it is unrealistic to believe that they 
may serve as powerful inducements for parties in determining their positions on the issue.6  

The political parties that currently dominate Western European party systems have an 
interest in blending the issue of European integration into existing patterns of party competition. 
This is not to say that established political parties are ideologically immutable or unable to raise 
new issues.  But it is to say that one would expect established political parties rooted in the basic 
cleavages that have historically structured Western European party systems to assimilate the 
issue of European integration into their existing ideologies.  The next step, then, is to frame 
expectations about how political parties will position themselves on European integration given 
their long-standing ideological commitments. 
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Hypothesising party positions 
 

To understand how political parties respond to European integration we need to unpack 
the policy content of European integration into two components:    

Economic integration, the removal of tariff and non-tariff barriers to the movement of 
goods, capital, services, and labour, has dominated European integration from its inception in the 
early 1950s.  The creation of a single market was an overarching goal of the Treaty of Rome 
(1957).   The idea was pressed into some 282 specific measures mandated by the Single 
European Act (1986) that were designed to eliminate an array of non-tariff barriers.7  The 
Maastricht Treaty (1993) builds on these reforms and takes economic integration a big step 
forward by envisaging a European-wide monetary union.   

Political integration involves the creation of a capacity for authoritative decision making 
in the EU. Over the past fifteen years, the EU has become part of a multi- level polity in which 
European institutions share authoritative competencies with national and subnational 
governments in a variety of policy areas, including environmental policy, competition, social 
policy, regional policy, and communications policy.  The EU has a Court of Justice that is in 
some important respects the highest court in its territory, and a directly elected Parliament that 
plays a vital role in many areas of authoritative decision making.   The creation of broad 
authoritative decision making powers in the EU has deepened political contention at the 
European level.  Interest groups, social movements, and political parties have been drawn there 
to gain information and influence. From the mid-1980s, European integration has involved the 
creation of authoritative supranational institutions as well as the deepening of international 
market activity. 8 

We hypothesise that the social cleavages that have historically shaped political parties 
and competition among them influence the policy positions of parties on each of these 
dimensions of European integration.  To use Stein Rokkan’s phrase, political cleavages and their 
interaction create a “structure of political alternatives” that constrain the orientations of political 
parties on newly arising issues.9 

The dual character of European integration creates tension for parties that compete on the 
class cleavage.10 Social democratic parties are pulled in two directions.  On the one hand, 
economic integration threatens social democratic achievements at the national level by 
intensifying international economic competition and undermining Keynesian responses to it.  By 
making it easier for international capital to locate in the country that provides the most 
favourable conditions and rules, economic integration increases the substitutability of labour 
across countries, fosters economic inequality, and pressures employers to demand labour 
flexibility.  On the other hand, political integration promises a partial solution to this bleak 
prospect by recreating a capacity for authoritative regulation—at the European level.  If the 
capacity of national states to regulate markets effectively is declining, then it may make sense to 
enhance that capacity in the EU. 

Parties on the right face the same logic in reverse.  For such parties, economic integration 
is beneficial because it constrains the economic intervention of national governments. 
International economic integration lowers the costs of shifting investments among different 
countries and impels national governments to compete in attracting capital to their country. The 
implications of this for market regulation, social policy, and taxation are strongly favourable for 
parties of the right.  Conversely, political integration threatens to create a supranational 
government for the EU as a whole that can regulate markets while negating regime competition 



 4 

among individual states in the integrated European economy. 
The class cleavage continues to dominate European party systems, but many parties 

compete along other cleavages, and this has implications for their positions on European 
integration. The Catholic side of the religious cleavage, most strongly represented in countries 
where there was deep conflict about the role of the Catholic Church, is decidedly pro-European 
integration. European integration, both economic and political, is consistent with the 
supranational aspirations of the Catholic Church and the anti-national bias of Catholic parties 
that arose from their historic battles with national state-builders.  Religious practice is generally a 
much weaker source of political competition in Protestant countries, but where parties do 
identify themselves as Protestant, the national character of Protestant churches should lead them 
to be decidedly more sceptical of European supranationalism. 

Peripheral minorities in party systems characterised by a centre-periphery cleavage 
oppose centralisation of authority in the central state and favour various forms of decentralisation 
and cultural defence.  While Lipset and Rokkan do not make much of the distinction between 
peripheral minorities that are territorially concentrated in particular regions (e.g. Catalonia, the 
Basque Country, Scotland, or Wales) and those that are territorially dispersed (e.g. Scandinavian 
farmers and Lutheran fundamentalists), this is important for orientations towards European 
integration.  Political parties representing territorially dispersed peripheral minorities are likely to 
oppose all efforts to centralise authority, whether it is in the central state or at the European level.  
From their standpoint, European integration is, if anything, more threatening because it shifts 
decision making even further away from their control and is yet more alien to their cultural 
milieu. Territorially concentrated peripheral minorities take a different view because European 
integration can facilitate decentralisation of authority from the central state to their region or 
ethno-territorial nation. 11 The single European market reduces the economic penalty imposed by 
regional political autonomy because regional firms continue to have access to the European 
market.  European market integration provides an overarching framework that allows regionalists 
to demand political autonomy without incurring market exclusion.  Moreover, the EU is likely to 
be more a congenial setting for ethno-territorial minorities than their customary national setting 
because in the EU they become merely one minority among many, instead of a permanent 
minority facing a national majority. Conversely, political parties that define themselves as 
nationalist on the centre-periphery cleavage will be opposed to European integration because it 
diffuses state authority and undermines state sovereignty. 

A theory linking cleavages to European integration has testable implications for 
individual political parties.  It suggests, first of all, that party families—summarising the 
accumulated historical experience of these cleavages—should be efficient categories for 
predicting the position of individual parties on European integration. We test this claim in the 
next section of this article. 

 
Orientations of party families  
 
 Given the powerful role of cleavages in structuring national party systems and the 
connections we hypothesise between positions on these cleavages and orientations towards 
European integration, we expect to find that party families cohere on European integration and, 
further, that membership in a party family is significantly associated with position on European 
integration. 

The data that we use for positions of political parties on European integration are based 
on an expert survey conducted by Leonard Ray. 12  Ray used evaluations from country experts to 
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place political parties on a seven point scale (ranging from 1 to 7) with the lowest score 
representing strong opposition to European integration and the highest score representing strong 
support for European integration for each of four time periods: 1984, 1988, 1992, and 1996. Our 
estimate of each party’s position at each time point is the mean of these evaluations. Statistical 
tests indicate that these data are reliable within conventional limits. There are few comparable 
sources of data, but where systematically collected manifesto data overlaps with the Ray data, 
they tend to be mutually consistent.13  The resulting database allows us to view party positions 
on European integration for individual parties in EU member states over time. 
 Variation in party position on European integration within party families tends to be 
much lower than variation within individual countries.  The simplest way to summarise this is to 
compare standard deviations for party families with standard deviations for individual countries.  
On our seven-point scale, the average standard deviation for party families that represent 
traditional social cleavages—the conservative, liberal, Christian democratic, social democratic, 
extreme left, and regionalist families—is 0.83.14  The average standard deviation for parties 
grouped by country is 1.20.  Hence, party family tells us cons iderably more about the position of 
a party on European integration than national location does.  
 To test the hypothesis that party family explains a significant amount of variation in party 
position, we use the ANOVA (analysis of variance) procedure, which allows us to explore the 
amount of variation on a continuous dependent variable that is explained by a set of categorical 
variables.  The results of this analysis are presented in Table 1.  Model 1 reveals that party family 
explains 63 percent of the va riance in individual party positions on European integration 
(p<0.001). Model 2 shows that the influence of country is far weaker.  When combined in Model 
3, these two sets of independent variables explain 68 percent of variance in party position.  In 
this equation, the omega-squared statistic, which standardises the relative influence exerted by 
multiple independent variables in an ANOVA procedure, is 0.05 for country and 0.55 for party 
family. 

Table 1 about here 
 

Models 4 through 7 examine the influence of party family on party position for each of 
our four time periods. These models show that the influence of party family, while high across 
all four years for which we have data, is highest in 1984 and 1988 and lowest in 1996. During 
the 1980s, as we expla in below, social democratic parties became more homogeneous in their 
orientations towards European integration, while the coherence of other party families declined 
slightly.  In the mid 1990s, however, because of the enlargement of the EU to include Northern 
Scandinavia, the liberals and Christian democrats became significantly more heterogeneous.  As 
a result, the explanatory punch of party family declined markedly from 1992 to 1996.   

Models 8 through 11 confirm this by excluding parties in countries tha t joined the 
European Union after 1984 (Portugal, Spain, Austria, Finland, and Sweden).   When we examine 
positions of political parties on European integration in Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, 
Greece, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, the causal power of party family 
does not diminish appreciably over the period 1984 to 1996. 
 This statistical analysis disconfirms the null hypothesis that party family is not 
significantly associated with party position on European integration.  The association is 
remarkably powerful, and there can be little question concerning the direction of the causality 
because it is clear that party family categories are, at least to this point in time, independent of 
European integration. The associations between party family and the conventional left/right 
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dimension are stronger still, in the 0.8 to 0.85 range.  So party family, as one would expect, is 
more strongly related to the basic left/right cleavage than to European integration.  But the 
strength of the connection between party family and the latter, and its causal dominance when 
compared to country variables, confirm the plausibility of the theory offered here.15   
 In the remainder of this paper we focus our analytical lens more precisely in order to 
explain variations within the four major party families--the social democratic, liberal, Christian 
democratic, and conservative families.  Party family captures a substantial amount of variance 
among individual political parties, but categorising parties in this way does not exhaust the 
causal power of political cleavages in explaining party position on European integration.   Lipset 
and Rokkan stress that the effect of a particular cleavage is mediated by its interaction with prior 
cleavages.  Such path dependence results in marked geographical variations in party systems and 
corresponding variations within party families. These variations allow a more refined, and 
therefore more accurate, explanation of party positions than that based on aggregate party 
families. 
 
Social democratic parties  
 
 Social democratic parties are rooted on the left of the class cleavage, supporting greater 
equality, social welfare spending, and political control of markets. As Lipset and Rokkan noted, 
this party family is exceptionally homogeneous because it arose in response to a deep and 
relatively uniform cleavage across advanced capitalist societies: the class struggle between 
employees and owners of capital.  Not surprisingly, then, social democratic parties in EU 
member states are also the most homogeneous on the issue of European integration.  

However, the social democratic party family is by no means uniform.  For example, the 
Scandinavian and British parties were relatively Euro-sceptic in the 1980s, while Southern 
European social democrats (with the exception of the Greek PASOK in the early 1980s) have 
generally been pro-European. 16 How can one explain such variations? The model we set out 
below constrains social democratic strategy along a possibility curve that is a function of the 
achievements of social democracy at the national level, the costs imposed by European economic 
integration, and the prospects of Euro-Keynesianism. 

To the extent that social democratic parties have been able to achieve their goals at the 
national level (for example, by creating national Keynesianism, strong welfare states, and a 
highly institutionalised industrial relations system), we hypothesise that they will regard the 
deepening of market integration in Europe as a threat.  This seems plausible on several 
grounds.17 Market integration in Europe gives employers immense advantages in bargaining with 
unions because capital is far more able than labour to take advantage of opportunities for 
transnational mobility. Competition among national governments to lure the most mobile factors 
of production (i.e. capital) to their countries constrains government spending, provides incentives 
for governments to shift the burden of taxation from capital to labour, and leads governments and 
employers to press for labour “flexibility.”   Increased substitutability of labour across national 
labour markets further depresses labour bargaining power.  Each of these undermines 
institutional settlements that express neocorporatist class compromise. 

But European integration is double-edged for social democratic parties. If social 
democracy at the national level is weak or difficult to sustain, then European integration is likely 
to be viewed positively as a means to establish social democratic regulations within the EU as a 
whole. The logical implication is a tipping point along the possibility curve describing social 
democratic strategy in Figure 1. Suppose that national social democracy is being undermined by 
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European integration as one moves from A to B in Figure 1: how do social democrats respond? 
Assume further that it is politically infeasible for social democrats to turn the clock back and 
return to A. As a country moves towards B, we hypothesise that social democrats will demand 
more integration, not less. As the prospect of returning to A fades, so the lure of C, European 
regulated capitalism, looms larger.  

  Figure 1 about here 
 

In this model, social democratic positions on European integration depend less on 
ideological variation than on evolving institutional cons traints. Depending on the achievements 
of national social democracy (i.e. the vertical height of A), social democrats stand to suffer by 
falling into the valley of single market regime competition at B.  The slope of the curve from A to 
B—the variable cost of European integration for social democrats—depends on the extent to 
which social democracy is institutionalised at the national level.  What social democrats do at B 
cannot be inferred from their absolute preference for national social democracy versus European 
organised space but from their evaluation of the relative merits of further integration versus the 
status quo. 

We now have a logical set of expectations about the orientations of social democratic 
parties that depend on the slope of the possibility curve in Figure 1 and the position of parties 
along it. How consistent is this with the evidence?  
 Figure 2 bifurcates social democratic parties successively along three variables.  The first 
is the strength of national social democracy, which we measure by combining scores for the 
extent of social democratic participation in government, the organisational strength of labour, 
and the extent to which resources in a society are allocated authoritatively. 18  Social democratic 
parties that do not defend entrenched national social democracy are, as we expect, inclined to 
support European integration.  On our seven-point scale, the mean level of support among these 
parties is 6.06.  

Figure 2 About Here 
 

The orientations of the remaining parties depend on whether they are strategizing at point 
A or point B in Figure 1. The second bifurcation of social democratic parties in Figure 2 is 
between social democratic parties in the founding member states and in subsequent member 
states.  By the beginning of the 1980s, social democratic parties in the founding member states 
were nearer to B than to A.  They had experienced more than two decades of economic 
integration.  The European Economic Community was so deeply institutionalised that it was 
unrealistic to propose exiting the regime.19 National social democracy pursued outside the EEC 
appeared a chimera, particularly after the debacle of “socialism in one country” in France in 
1982-83.  In his electoral programme for the 1980 Presidential election, François Mitterrand 
proposed to increase France’s room for manoeuvre in the EEC by reducing trade to 20 percent of 
French GDP by 1990.  The policy was unsustainable under the pressures of international 
currency and capital markets, and after 1983 Mitterrand and the majority of socialists came to 
believe that the only realistic alternative was to deepen, rather than marginalise, the European 
Economic Community. 20  The debate between national social democrats and supporters of 
European regulated capitalism turned decisively in favour of the latter, and, under Jacques 
Delors’ leadership in the European Commission, social democratic parties in these countries 
sought to deepen and extend the Single Market programme.  By the mid to late, 1980s most 



 8 

social democrats in established EU member states came to the conclusion that the European 
Community was the “only game in town,” and adjusted their policies accordingly.  

This conviction was not shared by social democrats in countries that were recent 
members of the EC or were outside the EC. To forge a policy in the valley of single-market 
regime competition is one thing; to face the prospect of descending there is another.  Without 
exception, as Figure 2 reveals, social democratic parties in these countries in 1984 and 1988 took 
a sceptical position on European integration.  The British Labour party is an interesting 
example.21  In the early 1980s, the Labour party actually resolved to pull the United Kingdom 
out of the EC because membership was deemed to be incompatible with its radical Alternative 
Economic Strategy.  But by the 1990s, as the third bifurcation in Figure 2 makes clear, every 
single social democratic party in this group had become favourably oriented to European 
integration, and all were above the social democratic mean of support for European integration 
for the 1984-96 period as a whole. 

This is consistent with our model.  On the one hand, these social democratic parties have 
become less sanguine about social democracy at the national level. The bases of national social 
democracy have been weakened economically by the internationalisation of capital and goods 
markets, and the decline of traditional manufacturing and resource extraction; politically by 
intensified employer demands for labour market flexibility, and the renewed influence of neo-
market liberal ideology; and socially by the growing heterogeneity of the workforce and of 
labour unions, and by the declining salience of social class.22  

On the other hand, the European Union has become a more propitious arena for social 
democrats to achieve their goals.  The EU has come to wield authoritative competencies in a 
range of policy areas relevant to social democrats, including social policy, cohesion policy, 
environmental policy, and communications. There is the expectation that monetary integration 
will give rise to serious pressures for the creation of a fiscal policy to counter asymmetries of 
response to exogenous economic shocks within the Union.  Decision making in the European 
Union has become more open to democratic (and, therefore, social democratic) pressures.  The 
European Parliament has come to play a decisively larger role in decision making since the 
introduction of the cooperation (1986) and codecision (1993) procedures.23  Interest groups, 
including trade unions and a range of social and public interest groups, have mobilised at the 
European level. 24  The European Union is no longer the preserve of national governments 
operating in a business-dominated climate. It has become a contested polity in which the social 
democratic project for regulated capitalism competes with neoliberal and nationalist projects. 

In short, as regulated capitalism at the European level became a feasible goal, and as 
social democratic parties came to the realisation that they could not exit the single market, they 
sought to deepen the European Union. The shift in support for European integration is, as we 
predict, sharpest in countries where, at the beginning of this period, national social democracy 
was strong and where social democratic parties could realistically call for non-membership of the 
European Union.  In these countries, the steep decline from national Keynesianism to regime 
competition (i.e. from A to B in Figure 1) was strongly felt.  Mean support for European 
integration among this group was just 4.00 in 1984/88, but rose to 6.14 in 1992/96.  The sharpest 
discontinuities are in countries that joined the EU during this period.  In the 1980s, from their 
standpoint outside the EU, Austrian, Finnish, and Swedish social democrats were deeply 
opposed to membership.  Once social democrats accepted that membership could not be averted, 
they became strong supporters of deeper integration.  In 1984/88 the mean orientation of social 
democratic parties in these three countries was 3.12; in 1992/96 it rose to 6.34.  
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Liberal parties 
 
 Liberal parties form the most ideologically diverse of the major party families.  They 
arose out of the urban/rural cleavage (particularly influential for liberal parties in England and 
Germany in the nineteenth century), the cleavage between state and church (dominant for liberal 
parties in the Low Countries, France, Italy, and Spain), and the centre/periphery cleavage  
(dominant for liberal parties in the Nordic countries, but present also in Wales and Scotland).  
Across these diverse cleavages, liberal parties share some diffuse common values based on 
opposition to ascription, clericalism, and aristocracy and support for economic and political 
freedoms, but the substantive content of their programmes varies considerably.25  
 Three variants can be distinguished in the liberal party family. The first—liberal-
radicalism—describes liberal parties that are left-of-centre on economic issues and support a 
broad interpretation of democratic rights. Liberal-radical parties, such as the Danish Radicale 
Venstre and the Dutch D66, favour substantial state intervention in the economy on the grounds 
that this is necessary to achieve social justice and protect individuals from the vagaries of the 
market.  The second variant of liberalism, liberal-conservativism, emphasises economic freedom 
and tends to be right of centre.  Liberal-conservative parties, such as the Dutch VVD and the 
Belgian liberal parties, adopt an economically conservative agenda, advocating a minimal role 
for the state in the economy.   
 While they differ in left/right terms, there is good reason to expect that liberal- radical and 
liberal-conservative parties will support European integration. Liberal-radicals oppose aggressive 
nationalism and seek to minimise the constraints that national borders exert over the lives of 
individuals.26 However, liberal-radicals also value decentralised decision-making, and this leads 
them to criticise bureaucratisation and the democratic deficit in the EU.  On balance, though, 
liberal- radicalism is strongly pro-European integration. 
 Liberal-conservatives advocate European integration as a means to lower trade barriers 
and institutionalise free markets. But liberal-conservatives are also wary of the potential for a 
Fortress Europe to develop behind regional tariff barriers and they oppose the social democratic 
project for regulated capitalism at the European level.   Hence Liberal-conservatives favour 
economic integration, but oppose political integration. 
 The third variant—composed of agrarian or centre parties—is sufficiently distinctive to 
cast doubt on its inclusion in the liberal family.27  These parties are distinguished by their 
agrarian roots and their defence of the periphery in opposition to the national establishment.28  
They reflect the particular interaction of social cleavages characteristic of Scandinavia: the 
dominance of the Protestant Reformation and consequent absence of a Catholic Church; the 
relative weakness of feudalism and consequent scarcity of large landholdings; the relative 
weakness of the urban side of the urban/rural cleavage at the time of the extension of mass 
suffrage.29 
 Figure 3 reveals that both liberal-radical and liberal-conservative parties have been 
strongly supportive of European integration. 30  The difference between these groups is slight. In 
contrast, agrarian- liberal parties are distinctly Euro-sceptical.  Their location on the peripheral 
side of the centre/periphery cleavage, and their corresponding opposition to central authority, 
appears to carry over to their position on European integration. 31  Hence, as the European Union 
has come to encompass Northern Scandinavia, the liberal party family has become more diverse. 
This weakens party family as an explanatory variable in accounting for party positions from 
1992 to 1996 (Table 1).  
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Figure 3 about here 

The result is explicable from a cleavage perspective.  Social cleavages do not shape 
political parties in isolation.  The historical layering of social cleavages in the Lipset/Rokkan 
account is a prime example of path dependence in which the effects of successive cleavages are 
filtered through existing institutions. Figure 3 places Scandinavian agrarian parties in the liberal 
family, but were one to take a more refined approach and consider agrarian parties as a separate 
category this would slightly increase the overall association between party family and position 
on European integration.   
 
Christian democratic parties 
 

Most Christian democratic parties represent the Catholic side of the church/state cleavage 
rooted in the Protestant Reformation.  As the church/state cleavage has lost prominence, many of 
these parties have toned down their Catholic ideology or become interdenominational. Such 
parties identify themselves at right-of-centre along the left/right dimension of party competition 
and occupy much the same position as conservative parties in non-Catholic countries.  

Christian democratic support for European integration expresses affinity with a 
supranational church and the long-standing rejection of nationalism that emerged in historic 
battles with state-builders.  In contrast to Protestant churches, which are distinctly national in 
origin, Catholicism is explicitly supranational. The first programme of the transnational 
organisation of Christian democratic parties in Europe, the European Peoples’ Party, established 
in 1977, based its pro-European policy on the principle that ‘Human rights and fundamental 
liberties have priority everywhere in the world over national sovereignty’.32  

Christian democratic parties also support European integration on pragmatic grounds, as 
a means to economic prosperity. While their support for welfare and social programmes to 
moderate the unwanted effects of capitalism distinguishes Christian democratic parties from 
market liberal parties, Christian democrats do not question the benefits of international economic 
integration. 

Christian democratic parties have been more closely associated with the founding of the 
European Union than any other party family.  Each of the countries that joined the European 
Coal and Steel Community (1952) and the European Economic Community (1958) had 
influential or governing Christian democratic parties, and all but one of the countries where such 
parties were strong (Austria) were part of the integration process. While communist, socialist, 
and conservative parties were opposed or divided on the Treaty of Paris (1951) and the Treaty of 
Rome (1957), Christian democratic members of legislatures across the member states were 
strongly in favour.  Not a single Christian democratic deputy abstained or voted against either 
treaty. 33 
 To what extent does cleavage theory explain variation within the Christian democratic 
party family?  Alongside mainstream 'social' Christian democratic parties are two variants. The 
first is composed of the Protestant parties of Scandinavia. These parties originated in 
fundamentalist Lutheran opposition to the dominance of central government elites and the 
mainstream Lutheran church. As a result, Christian democratic parties in Scandinavia share none 
of the supranational affinities of parties rooted in Catholicism. These parties are typically 
categorised within the Christian democratic family, but they are shaped by the distinctive pattern 
of cleavages in Scandinavia noted above and, in particular, by the interaction of the 
centre/periphery cleavage with the urban/rural cleavage and religion.  Finnish, Swedish, and 
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Norwegian Christian democratic parties have long exhibited fundamentalist Lutheran opposition 
to liberalism and permissiveness, and (with the exception of the Finnish SKL) defence of rural 
values.34  Their religious fundamentalism, cultural reaction, and resistance to central authority 
generates a distinctly anti-EU orientation, as is evident in Figure 4, and is explicable in terms of 
their cleavage location. 

A second variant is distinguished not by its cleavage location, but by its nationalism and 
defence of traditionalist values.  Euro-scepticism can arise within a Christian democratic party 
because the party is responsive to reactionary traditionalism, as is the case with the German 
CSU, or because Christian democratic traditions are a superficial element in defining a party’s 
programme, as is the case with the Portuguese CDS.  These two parties stand far to the political 
right, and as Figure 4 indicates, are distinctly less favourable to European integration than more 
moderate Christian democratic parties.  These two cases may be covered by a general 
hypothesise: To the extent that the religious cleavage diminishes in salience relative to other 
sources of right-wing politics rooted in authoritarianism or nationalism, support for European 
integration will decline.  

Figure 4 about here 
 

 In 1984, the Christian democratic party family was more favourably oriented than any 
other to European integration, with a mean score above 6.5, and this positive orientation 
persisted through 1992.  By 1996, however, the mean position of Christian democratic parties 
had fallen to what was almost certainly an historic low, 5.08, less than either the liberal or social 
democratic party families. The enlargement of the EU to Southern and Northern Europe—away 
from the traditional heartland of Christian democracy—has increased the heterogeneity of this 
party family.  As a result, the explanatory power of this party family category has eroded over 
time.  But, as in the case of the liberal party family, an examination of variation within this party 
family sustains a cleavage approach.  The most distinctive sub-group within the Christian 
democratic party family when viewed from cleavage perspective—the Protestant parties of 
Scandinavia—are outlying cases in terms of their position on European integration.   
 
Conservative parties 
 
 Conservative parties stand on the class cleavage appealing to middle and upper class 
voters in support of economic liberalism and in opposition to social democracy. These parties 
combine two distinct strands: neoliberalism, i.e. support for free markets and minimal state 
intervention, and a national appeal that denies the relevance of class to the major political issues 
facing the nation.  Variation among conservative parties on European integration reflects the 
relative strength of these ideological strands. 
 The European project of neoliberals, including those in the British Conservative party, 
the Swedish Moderate party, and the French RPR, is an extension of the basic political-economic 
ideas that guide their domestic policies. Neoliberals support European integration in so far as this 
leads to regime competition within an integrated market.  For neoliberals, European integration 
should focus on market integration, though it is recognised that some minimal political 
superstructure is necessary to induce compliance to market-making agreements, constrain 
monopolies, and adjud icate conflicts arising from incomplete contracting.  But neoliberals stress 
that such supranational institutions should not diminish regime competition, that is, competition 
among national governments to attract mobile factors of production (i.e. capital).   
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Figure 5 summarises these ideas by plotting a possibility curve relating neoliberalism to 
European integration. This curve is essentially the converse of that for social democracy (Figure 
1).  At point A neoliberals will be in favour of European integration as part of their effort to 
weaken national market regulation. The creation of a single European market undermines 
national regulation in two ways. First, it creates supranational rules that eliminate or reduce non-
tariff barriers, including national subsidies, national industrial policies, and regional policies 
carried out by national governments.  Second, economic integration creates incentives for 
national governments to compete with each other in establishing capital- friendly environments 
where companies pay little tax and face minimal regulation. 

 
Figure 5 about here 

 
Single market regime competition is the preferred outcome for neoliberals. Most support 

Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) as the final step in this process. Neoliberals are opposed 
to further integration, whether it is to democratise the Euro-polity or to shift competencies to the 
European level.  Their fear is the social democrats’ hope: that political integration will create 
authoritative capacity for market regulation at the European level. 

Neoliberalism is influential in most conservative parties, but it exists alongside a national 
orientation. Many conservatives defend national culture, language, community and national 
sovereignty against the influx of immigrants, against competing sources of identity within the 
state, and against external pressures from other countries and international organisations. 
Nationalism has an unambiguous bottom line for European integration: The national state should 
not share with European institutions its legitimate sovereign right to govern persons living in its 
territory. 

National opposition to European integration both complements and conflicts with the 
neoliberal view.  Nationalists share neoliberal opposition to political integration at the European 
level.  But they disagree with neoliberals in that they oppose any weakening of national 
sovereignty, even if it is in the cause of economic integration.  Neoliberals, including Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher, agreed to weaken national sovereignty by instituting qualified 
majority voting in the Council of Ministers to stop recalcitrant national governments holding the 
single market programme hostage to national vetoes.35  When it comes to hard choices between 
national sovereignty and market integration, the national and neoliberal strands of conservatism 
part company.  In recent years the flashpoint of dispute has been European Monetary Union.  
Neoliberals are inclined to support EMU because it will put the finishing touches on the single 
market and because they believe it will put intense pressure on remaining national regulations, 
particularly those that impede flexible labour markets.  National conservatives reject EMU 
because it undermines a vital element of national sovereignty, the authority to determine 
monetary policy.   

Nationalism is strongest on the extreme right, in parties like the Front National and 
Austrian FPÖ, which are distinguished by their intense Euro-phobia, but it is also present to 
varying degrees in conservative parties. Accounts of conservative parties in Western Europe 
describe three parties in particular as being strongly national in orientation—the Irish Fianna 
Fáil, the French Rassemblement pour la Republique (RPR), and the British Conservative party.  
Fianna Fáil and the RPR have, from their founding, been expressly national parties in which 
neoliberalism has been relatively weak.  The Conservative party, building on its Tory heritage, 
has always emphasised the unity of the British nation against peripheral nationalism, 
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disestablished churches, and, during the twentieth century, class conflict analyses. Classical 
liberalism, based on a competing Whig tradition, has also been an important stream within the 
party, but it has rarely eclipsed the national proclivities of Toryism, even during the heyday of 
Thatcherite neoliberalism.  

Figure 6 about here 
 

It is no surprise then that Fianna Fáil, the RPR, and the British Conservative party are 
relatively sceptical of European integration, as depicted in Figure 6.  In each of these parties 
there is an ongoing struggle between nationalists and neoliberals about the future of the 
European Union, the outcome of which is an unstable balance of forces and rhetorical 
equivocation designed to avoid costly political splits and the impression of internal discord.  A 
recent survey indicates just how deeply nationalism has become ingrained within the British 
Conservative party.  In 1994, around 50 percent of Conservative MPs believed that the creation 
of a single EU currency would signal the end of the UK as a sovereign nation. 36  Concern with 
national sovereignty is by far the strongest factor associated with variation in orientations on 
European integration within the Conservative Parliamentary party. 

Other conservative parties have been far less nationalist.  Scandinavian conservative 
parties have defined themselves mainly in left/right terms, in opposition to social democracy, 
rather than as national parties.37  In these countries, conservatives were deprived of a strong 
national base in the countryside, with the result that the left, not the right, has been most 
successful in appropriating national symbols to its socio-economic programme.  

Conservatism in Spain and Greece has traditionally combined reaction and nationalism, 
but contemporary conservative parties in these countries have striven to distance themselves 
from this tradition.  Reactionary nationalism is indelibly associated with Franco and the 
Colonels, authoritarian regimes that are an electoral albatross for modern-day democratic 
conservatives.  The story of conservatism in these countries from the 1980s is essentially an 
attempt to redefine conservatism in ways that can appeal to moderate voters.  In Spain, the 
Alianza Popular under Manuel Fraga struggled to escape the heritage of its leaders as ex-Franco 
ministers.38 After Fraga resigned (1986) and the party was relaunched as the Partido Popular 
(1989), the party succeeded in establishing itself as a moderate right party. 

The Greek Nea Dimokratia (ND) has been closer to the Gaullist model of a party of the 
nation.  It has been centrist or even statist on economic issues, including nationalisation, and has 
drawn on a rhetoric of national independence, emphasising the “true” interests of the nation. 39  
But there are two important differences.  First, successive leaders of the ND have made a sharp 
distinction between Greek national interests and defence of national sovereignty.  Greece’s 
vulnerable geo-political position vis à vis Turkey has led ND leaders to support strongly the 
integration of Greece into NATO and the European Union. 40  Second, as in Spain, the ND has 
consistently had to disassociate itself from the nationalist-authoritarian right to sustain its 
democratic credentials. 

Variations among conservative parties arise mainly from the tension between neoliberal 
and national conservatism.  This makes the point that cleavage positions are sometimes fraught 
with ambiguity in the face of new issues.  When this is the case, there is plenty of scope for acute 
tensions within parties as contending factions battle over policy. To probe the orientations of 
conservative parties one must therefore go beyond comparisons of individual parties and pay 
serious attention to the divisions within them.  There is a cleavage dimension to such conflicts.  
Once again the Scandinavian parties are distinctive.  But to explain conservative party policies 
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on European integration demands that one combine cleavage theory with an analysis of politics 
within parties. 

 
Conclusion 
 
 Cleavage theory appears to shed considerable light on the positioning of national political 
parties on European integration.  We have shown that party families summarise a sizeable 
portion of variation among individual parties on the issue of European integration.  Political 
parties have significantly more in common with parties in the same party family that they do 
with other parties in the same country.  The reason for this is that parties are shaped by their 
distinctive historical experiences, the most influential elements of which are the ideological 
propensities and constituency links that arise out of the basic cleavages that structure contention 
in a society.  The thesis of this article is that if one wishes to know how a political party will 
respond to a new issue like European integration, one must pay close attention to these 
historically embedded predispositions.  The characteristics summarised by party family 
groupings—ideological schemas rooted in political cleavages—are a ‘prism’ through which 
political parties come to terms with new issues that arise in a polity.   
 We further believe that the explanatory power of cleavage theory is not exhausted by 
grouping parties in families. Much variation among individual political parties on European 
integration can be explained by territorial differences in the historical interaction of cleavages 
across particular countries and regions. In short, a cleavage theory of party positioning allows 
one to make sense of variations within party families as well as variations among them.   

The cleavage theory set out here feeds into a stream of theorising about European 
integration that goes under the term ‘multi- level governance’.  In contrast to those who treat 
European integration as an international phenomenon, scholars of multi- level governance argue 
that politics in the European Union can be explained using tools of comparative politics as they 
have been applied to domestic political systems. This article substantiates this claim for national 
political parties. Supranational institution building in Europe is interpreted by political parties 
through ideologies that reflect centuries of domestic conflict. As international relations (i.e. 
relations among national governments) have become domesticated in the process of European 
integration, so domestic political concerns have come to shape relations among countries.  To 
rephrase the old adage about war and diplomacy: European integration is domestic politics by 
other means.   
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                                    TABLE 1:  EXPLAINING  PARTY  POSITION ON EUROPEAN  INTEGRATION  
  

                                                                              ANOVA (ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE)      

              
              
     EU 14      EU 9   
              

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7  Model 8 Model 9 Model 10 Model 11 
              
              
  Family  0.63**  0.55**          
              
  Country   0.08* 0.05**          
              
  Family 1984     0.73**     0.73**    
              
  Family 1988      0.72**     0.79**   
              
  Family 1992       0.72**     0.72**  
              
  Family 1996        0.47**     0.71** 
              
  Adj R-squared 0.63 0.08 0.68 0.73 0.73 0.71 0.47  0.73 0.79 0.73 0.70 
  N  209 209 209 40 53 52 64  40 44 43 43 
              
** p< .001  *p < .01       
cell entries are the omega squared statistic for the variables       
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FIGURE  1 :  THE SOCIAL DEMOCRATIC POSSIBILITY CURVE 
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FIGURE  2 :  SOCIAL  DEMOCRATIC  PARTIES 
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The +/- symbols refer to the parties’ position on 
European Integration for the years 1984, 1988, 1992, 
1996.  + indicates a position greater than the Social 
Democratic mean, and – indicates a position less than 
the mean. ¹ See footnote 18 for an explanation of this measure. 
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FIGURE  3 :  LIBERAL  PARTIES 
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FIGURE  4 :  CHRISTIAN  DEMOCRATIC  PARTIES 
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scales: Huber and Inglehart (1995) and Hix and Lord (1997). 

² Right-wing parties are Christian democratic parties that a score of  7 or more. 
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FIGURE  5 :  THE  NEOLIBERAL  POSSIBILITY  CURVE 
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FIGURE  6 :  CONSERVATIVE  PARTIES 
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