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Research Question 

As early as 1958, Ernst Haas considered political parties as essential actors of European 

integration and regarded their responses as important indicators for the progresses of the 

integration project. Recent developments in the course of European integration cast doubts over 

the ensuing relevance of Haas’ assumptions for Political Science. European integration has 

introduced patterns of governance that fit uneasily into traditional models of party government. 

Even though policy-making at the European level is not insensitive to aggregated political 

majorities in the member states (Manow et al. 2008), partisan channels of representation and 

parties’ influences on policy outcomes are fundamentally weaker in the European polity than 

within the domestic arena. Joint decision-making, transfers of competences to non-majoritarian 

institutions and self-imposed constraints in a series of policy fields have drastically narrowed the 

room of manoeuvre for national party competition and have enfeebled parties’ abilities to 

compete over clearly distinguishable policy platforms (Mair 2006). European integration has 

furthermore strengthened non-partisan channels of representation by institutionalizing alternative 

sources of policy input (Beyers and Kerremans 2004). 

However, the view that European integration has led to the emergence of post-partisan 

patterns of governance only grasps one dimension of a complex phenomenon. Despite the EU’s 

constraining effects on policy competition, European integration has ceased to be a subcategory 

of national foreign policies insulated by a ‘permissive consensus’ (Lindberg and Scheingold 
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1970: 249). The post-Maastricht contestation of Europe at the left and right-wing fringes of 

European party systems represented a change of paradigm in the dynamics of party competition 

over European integration. However, the conflict line between pro- and anti-integrationist parties 

hides a more complex distribution of party-based attitudes towards the EU. Political conflict over 

European integration does not only manifest itself between peripheral and mainstream parties, 

but also within the core of European party systems and within parties through intra-party dissent. 

To be sure, political dissent over European integration does not constitute a recent phenomenon 

in Europe’s party political landscape. Party-based divisions over European integration have 

emerged within the core of West European party systems in the past. However, the partisan 

ambivalence of the European integration project provided a rationale for the development of a 

pro-integrationist consensus between mainstream parties with divergent cleavage-based 

identities (Hooghe and Marks 1999: 79). Yet, as the incremental Europeanization of national 

policies and politics blurs the boundaries between the domestic and European levels, national 

political parties have increasingly tended to perceive the European polity as an additional and 

unavoidable arena for pursuing domestic policy preferences. Hence, political conflict over 

European integration is inextricably linked to national patterns of party competition. As an 

eminently political project, European integration has become the object of politicization and 

domestic dissent (van der Eijk and Franklin 2004; Hooghe and Marks 2008 forthcoming).  

The aim of my dissertation is to understand the mechanisms underlying the politicization 

of European integration within the national systems. The focus lies on the impact of European 

integration on the national structures and dynamics of party competition both between and within 

political parties. 

 

Main Hypotheses 

The question of how European integration is incorporated into the national structures of party 

competition lies at the heart of a growing corpus of analyses built upon competing approaches. A 

first set of studies focuses on the function of party-based Euroscepticism as a strategic 

demarcation line between anti-integrationist peripheral parties and pro-integrationist established 

partisan actors (e.g. Taggart 1998; Taggart and Szczerbiak 2004) or more generally as a product 

of divergent opposition strategies (e.g. Sitter 2003). In contrast, a second strain of research 

conceives party-based responses to the EU as an expression of ideological compatibilities and 

misfits between cleavage-based identities and the political centre of gravity of the integration 

process (e.g. Marks and Wilson 2000; Hooghe et al. 2002). While the former approach 
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emphasizes the strategic behaviour of political parties and the dynamic character of party 

competition in a parsimonious model, it sacrifices adequacy by aggregating heterogeneous 

preferences into a single Eurosceptic vs. pro-EU dichotomy or derived diminished subtypes. The 

second approach builds upon the premise that new issues are incorporated into pre-existent 

conflict lines. General partisan attitudes towards European integration and preferences in favour 

of or against the allocation of competences to the EU are structured along cleavages in their 

Rokkanian sense. Hence, political parties sharing genetic affinities in terms of party family 

membership will tend to develop convergent projects regarding the institutional architecture and 

modes of governance of the European polity.  

Two competing hypotheses can be developed from the aforementioned models of party-

based attitudes towards European integration:  

H1 Party responses to European integration are primarily a product of opposition or 

incumbency-seeking strategies.  

H2 Party responses to European integration are shaped by cleavage-based identities 

producing a structured set of preferences regarding key issues of the European 

integration project.  
 

The analysis focuses on the responses of political parties to European integration within the 

following party families: (i) social democracy, (ii) Christian democracy excluding protestant 

parties, (iii) liberalism excluding agrarianism, (iv) green parties, (v) the radical left and (vi) the 

radical right
1
. In each party family, I analyze positional convergences and divergences over 

European integration in order to assess the adequacy of the foregoing hypotheses. I concentrate 

on general attitudes towards European integration as well as on party positions in specific policy 

fields.  

 

Secondary Hypotheses 

Preliminary findings from interviews with MEPs and national party officials, party manifesto 

analyses, roll-call data on voting behaviour in the European Parliament and scholarly literature 

suggest the existence of convergent responses to European integration which can be partly 

explained through shared ideologies and common kinship ties. However, supporting evidence for 

                                                 
1
 The main criteria for determining party family membership are common origins from the same critical juncture as 

well as shared ideologies (Mair and Mudde 1998). Due to space constraints, I cannot discuss here the classificatory 

problems and the potential typological mishandlings inherent to the party family approach. These are particularly 

blatant in the case of East and Central Europe where unstable conflict structures, new entrants and comparatively 

high levels of volatility shed considerable doubts over the possibility to export western concepts of party 

competition (Innes 2002; for a more nuanced stance, see: Sitter 2002; van Biezen and Caramani 2007). The most 

appropriate way to deal with typological inconsistencies is, however, to make them explicit in the analysis.  
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the “cleavage hypothesis” (H2) remains limited and varies according to the party families under 

scrutiny. The preliminary analysis of the social democratic, liberal, radical left and radical right 

party families unveils considerable cross-national variations. Paradoxically, the divergences are 

most conspicuous amongst the radical left and the radical right whose cleavage-based identities 

display the strongest misfit with the principle of (negative) economic integration or national 

sovereignty transfers. I expect divergent domestic strategies to constitute the main independent 

variable for explaining the neutralization of cleavage effects within these party families:  

H3 Radical left and radical right parties modulate their stances towards European 

integration according to their domestic strategies. While pro-integrationist trajectories 

are associated with centripetal strategies and the quest for domestic legitimacy, 

persistent anti-integrationist positions are a marker for isolation in the national arena.  
 

Heterogeneous domestic strategies within the radical left and the radical right are in turn 

expected to have a considerable impact on patterns of transnational party cooperation and 

mobilization at the European level. I expect the following:  

H4 Divergent domestic strategies lead to weak levels of horizontal interactions within 

the radical left and the radical right and a general failure to engage in durable paths of 

transnational coalition-building.  
 

 In contrast to parties of the radical left and radical right, a longitudinal analysis of party 

positions on European integration within the core of European party systems suggests the 

emergence of convergent, family-specific responses. However, considerable intra-family 

variations on key issues of European integration can be observed. These divergences tend to 

manifest themselves at the European level within institutionalized arenas of transnational 

cooperation. Rather than being the product of ideological discrepancies within party families, I 

hypothesize that intra-family variations are linked to specific domestic contexts. More 

specifically, given the ever closer linkage between the domestic and European spheres, I expect 

the responses of mainstream parties to European integration to be increasingly structured by their 

domestic acquis.  

H5 The extent to which mainstream parties perceive a misfit between their policy 

preferences and the political direction of European integration is shaped by the degree 

of implementation of party preferences at the domestic level.  
 

In the case of social democratic and market liberal parties, I formulate the following hypotheses:  

H5.1 The strength of redistributive social schemes plays a decisive role in structuring 

the degree of social democratic support for European integration. Social democratic 

parties from countries featuring more generous welfare systems are likely to perceive 
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European integration as a catalyzer of welfare state retrenchment. In contrast, social 

democratic parties from countries with weak redistributive schemes tend to be more 

supportive of European integration  

H5.2 Market liberal parties from countries with a low degree of economic regulation 

tend to be less supportive of European integration as they are likely to consider EU 

regulations as a setback for their national acquis. In contrast, market liberal parties 

from highly regulated countries are expected to perceive European integration as 

reinforcing their national policy goals. 
 

The foregoing hypotheses pertain to the official positions of the parties under consideration. 

Indirectly, they build on the assumption that parties constitute unitary rather than complex actors. 

This simplification is necessary in order to construct abstract models of party behaviour and 

render cross-systemic research feasible. However, party responses to European integration do not 

manifest themselves solely on the level of parties’ public stances. The issue of European 

integration may induce diverging positions within parties hereby affecting party cohesion. The 

phenomenon of intra-party dissent over European integration can take different forms and range 

from tempered opposition to the party’s official line to open disruptions of party cohesion 

eventually resulting in party split-offs. I analyze intra-party dissent drawing on the following 

expectations: 

H6 Intra-party dissent over European integration is more likely to occur whenever 

there is a misfit between the degree of implementation of party preferences and the 

adaptive pressure exerted by the European level.  

H7 Intra-party dissent over European integration is likely to be more disruptive 

whenever European integration directly relates to pre-existent conflict lines within 

political parties. 

 

Case Selection 

The units of observation comprise the party systems and the relevant parties
2
 of all current EU-

member states. The choice in favour of a maximalist case selection is justified both on 

theoretical and methodological grounds. The study is variable- rather than case-centred and 

builds upon the assumption that European party systems do not constitute a series of non-

comparable exceptionalisms, but, on the contrary, that they share common traits in the form of (i) 

a comparable, albeit not identical configuration of political cleavages, (ii) a limited set of 

strategic options for political parties and (iii) similar dynamics of party competition.  

                                                 
2
 The criterion of relevance draws on modified version of Sartori’s counting rules (1976: 122-123). An individual 

party is regarded as being relevant if it has either a coalition or a blackmail potential, i.e. if exerts a determining 

influence in the formation of governmental majorities or if ‘it alters the direction of party competition’ in a broad 

sense.  
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The comparability between the cases under scrutiny is derived from the shared presence 

of the dependent variables at the centre of the analysis – i.e. the responses of individual parties 

and national party systems to the issue of European integration. The ‘conceptual 

homogenization’ at the heart of the comparative approach implies an abstraction from the 

singularities and exceptionalisms inherent to each unit of observation – a ‘decantation of reality’ 

as Dogan and Pelassy (1981: 154) pertinently describe it. While country-specific political 

cultures can be legitimately expected to shape partisan discourse on sovereignty and 

supranational integration, recent research has corroborated the assumption that national 

frameworks provide a poor predictor for partisan responses to European integration (Marks et al. 

2002). The central methodological concern motivating the inclusion of a large number of 

observation units is the effort of avoiding the problem raised by Lijphart (1971: 685) of ‘many 

variables, small number of cases’.  

 

Research Method and Data 

The research design blends qualitative and quantitative methods in an integrated analysis 

combining the comparative approach outlined by Lijphart (1971) with statistical analysis and 

qualitative research. Each hypothesis is developed and tested following a six-step analytical 

strategy:  

(i) The first step consists of identifying and conceptualizing the relevant manifestations of the 

dependent variable at the centre of the analysis on the basis of available scholarly literature 

on party politics and theoretical propositions developed in the dissertation.  

(ii) In a second, theory-driven phase, the independent variables expected to shape the 

phenomena under consideration are determined and preliminary models are developed in 

the form of testable hypotheses.  

(iii) The models are subsequently confronted with a small-N qualitative analysis of documented 

convergent and deviant cases and through semi-structured interviews with practitioners. 

Rather than following the inadequate but ubiquitous ‘quotation/ illustration’ method of 

model-testing consisting in rejecting hypotheses on the basis single outlying cases
3
, the 

qualitative analysis of a limited number of units of observation aims at specifying and 

improving the models by delimiting the set of relevant independent variables.  

(iv) Whenever the identified potential predictors are quantifiable or can be adequately 

approximated by measurable indicators, the models are subsequently tested by the means of 

quantitative methods.  

                                                 
3
 See Galtung’s critical review of this type of approach (1967: 505; cf. also Lijphart 1971: 686). 
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(v) If the quantitative analyses reveal a significant proportion of outlying cases, the analysis 

proceeds by identifying alternative or additional independent variables through a qualitative 

small-N analysis in order to improve or revise the specified models.
4
  

(vi) The findings inferred from the qualitative and quantitative analyses provide in turn the 

cement for theory-building.  
 

The model-building and model-specification processes draw on a strong empirical 

component. Case studies of individual political parties and party systems as well as primary 

sources, such as party manifestos and transcriptions of parliamentary debates, provide the main 

empirical material for the formulation and specification of the hypotheses. Additionally, semi-

structured interviews and electronic questionnaires with selected MEPs and national party 

officials were conducted on questions related to the coordination of policy goals at the European 

level. However, given the extensive research field covered by the dissertation and the complexity 

of the causalities underlying party behaviour and competitive party politics, qualitative analytical 

tools can provide only part of the analytical leverage necessary for an in-depth analysis. 

Whenever possible, the evaluation of the explanatory strength of the formulated hypotheses 

resorts to analyses of quantitative datasets. These include estimates on party positions derived 

from expert surveys or content analyses of party manifestos, Eurobarometer opinion polls on 

citizens’ attitudes toward the EU, European Elections Study surveys on voting behaviour and 

representation at European elections as well as aggregated socio-economic independent variables.  
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