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1. Introduction 
       

Since the European Union was first established, the European integration has been driven by 

mainstream and center parties that have had little or nothing to gain on politicizing the EU (see 

for ex. De Vries 2011). Today the political conflict looks vastly different, with Brexit as the primary 

example of a new division within Europe. Many scholars agree that parties holding extreme 

opinions on the European Union are the driving force to this matter (see De Vries & Hobolt 2012, 

Grande, Edgar and Swen Hutter 2016). Nevertheless, there seems to be less research on potential 

differences between such parties.  In general, this field of research has mainly focused on the 

Eurosceptic and recently successful radical right parties. My focus, instead, lies on the 

Euroscepticism of the European radical left parties.  

     I argue that over the last two decades –a period during which the radical right parties have won 

substantial power in West Europe– the radical left parties have had difficulties maintaining their 

Eurosceptic position. My main hypothesis lies in the new cleavage theory, which underlines a new 

political conflict within Europe (see Hooghe & Marks 2008 and 2018). In short, I theorize that this 

new political dimension should create an ideological tension within the radical left party family. 

In order to deal with this tension, they have moderated their strong position against the EU. 

“Ideological tension” is a notion that I will return to many times in this paper, meaning a tension 

between the radical lefts’ Eurosceptic position and their strong position against the radical right. 

     The radical left parties are often combining pro-immigration with anti-European integration. 

They are taking a firm stand against the xenophobic and ethno-centered parties in Europe, but in 

the meantime, share their Eurosceptic position. This is not a matter of the radical left agreeing on 

the same arguments as the radical right, but about agreeing on an overall skepticism towards the 

EU. From a party strategic point of view, this two-sided positioning should be difficult to withhold.  

I therefore hypothize that as the importance of the radical right has grown, the radical left parties 

holding strong positions against the radical right have toned down their Euroscepticism.  

     The radical right on the other hand, have no such reasons to change their Eurosceptic position, 

and will most likely become even more extreme towards the European Union. This would lead to 

a scenario where the radical right parties’ Euroscepticism slowly “pushes out” the Euroscepticism 

of the internally divided radical left parties.  

     The aim for this paper is to empirically examine if the radical rights’ Euroscepticism indeed has 

created tensions within the left, which has further pushed the left to take a strategic action 

towards a more moderate opinion on the EU. This paper has a party strategic approach to the 

question, and therefore only focuses on the party leadership of these parties. The question is 
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formulated as following: Does the radical right parties’ Euroscepticism push the radical left parties 

towards a more moderate position on the European Union?  

     The question is of both societal and scientific relevance. Since the radical left is rather 

underrepresented in the field, I am hoping to fill a gap within the research of Euroscepticism. But 

if the radical right and the new cleavage theory indeed has an impact on the radical lefts’ position 

on the EU, this should also be highly relevant for other fields of European politics. Today, the 

radical left is the only real “challenger” to the radical rights’ position on the EU. If they indeed 

seem to become more moderate over time, and therefore more alike the mainstream parties, there 

will only be one alternative left for the Eurosceptic voters of Europe. As of today, it is highly 

unlikely that European Integration will become de-politicized in the next coming years. Therefore, 

understanding the potential tensions within the radical left should be of great importance for 

anyone concerned with the ethno-centered and authoritarian parties’ rise in Europe, and their 

potential monopoly on this issue.  

     This paper will be written in two steps. First, I will give a descriptive analysis based on data 

from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey. The purpose of the descriptive analysis is to show how the 

radical left’s Eurosceptic position and the ideological tensions within the left in general have 

changed over the last two decades – an important time period in which the radical right has grown 

as a Eurosceptic actor. This will give a first indication on the correlation between the radical right’s 

growing Euroscepticism and the radical left’s more moderate position, in the light of the new 

cleavage theory. The main variables include the party leaders’ positions towards the EU and 

variables regarding this new political dimension.  

     Second, I will do a qualitative analysis based on interviews with two radical left party leaders. 

The interviews will focus on the party leaders’ view on the radical rights’ position on the European 

Union, and on possible tensions within the left that the radical right might have created. The 

purpose is to prove the underlying mechanisms for a moderation in their opinion. By asking the 

party leaders themselves, I will be able to analyze the strategical actions and considerations taken 

by the party elite, in order to understand if and how the radical right has pushed the radical left 

towards a more moderate position.  

 

2. Previous research  
 

This paper will involve two main research areas. First, I will present some relevant theories 

regarding parties’ opposition to the European integration involving party strategies and 

competitive theories. Second, I will present theories regarding the new political conflict within the 

European Union, and how that conflict may influence the left parties’ opposition to the EU.  
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2.1. Euroscepticism 

Many scholars argue that the overall politization of the European integration has been driven by 

populist or radical parties on either the left or the right. Grande, Edgar and Swen Hutter (2016) 

for example write that politization can function as a party strategy to gain votes. By taking an 

oppositional stand against all other parties, referred to as “issue positioning”, the party can receive 

attention and visibility. De Vries (2011) concludes that this also reflects the voters’ behavior. 

Voters that have an “extreme” opinion on the EU will be more likely to vote for a party with 

extreme opinions (De Vries 2011, p. 94). But since the mainstream parties often have been part of 

the EU integration themselves, and since these parties also must consider their future coalition 

possibilities when taking a stand on the EU, the critic of the EU has remained “a privilege of the 

opposition” (ibid, p. 96). Therefore, extreme EU-positioning can function as a strategic 

opportunity for both radical left and right parties that have the possibility to take a clear position 

against the mainstream parties. This is also what De Vries and Hobolt (2012) concludes in their 

study of what they call “issue entrepreneurs” and their success in the electoral system. Issue 

entrepreneurship is “the party strategy of active mobilization of new policy issues that have been 

largely ignored by the political mainstream or the mobilization of a policy” (De Vries & Hobolt 

2012, p. 250). They further write that “given the losing position they [i.e. the loser/challenger 

parties] hold within the political system, we expect challengers to be more likely than mainstream 

parties to be issue entrepreneurs” (ibid, p. 251). In sum, the scholars find that issue 

entrepreneurship do generate voters that find this new dimension of politics especially important. 

They also find that challenger parties who engage in such issue entrepreneurship do attract new 

voters in election. This effect was only substantial among the challenger parties. It did not matter 

if the mainstream parties had been in government or in opposition to the government, they had 

not attracted voters based on this new political dimension in either case.  

     This is the major research context in which this paper will be written. I, too, assume that party 

positioning is a strategic decision that will lead to vote mobilization, and therefore more or less 

“ignore” the ideological part of the parties. What I will investigate is if these strategic 

opportunities might have changed for the radical left, whereas they have not for the radical right. 

The reason for this will be presented in the next chapter. 

 

2.2 Transnational Cleavage Theory 

The early 1990s and the Maastricht Treaty is an important milestone in European integration 

politics.  Up until then, the European integration had been more of a technical issue for a 

consensual political elite who had little to gain on politicizing the matter. The Maastricht Treaty 

“extended EU authority over a wide range of public life, made it much easier for people to work in 
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another EU country, created a common currency, and turned nationals into EU citizens” (Hooghe 

& Marks 2018, p. 113). At the same time, the 90s involved a large increase in international trade, 

economic inequality, and migration. Nevertheless, the consensus among both the mainstream left 

and the mainstream right on the European Integration did not seem to change (Hooghe & Marks 

2018, p.114). Instead, new populist radical right parties such as Front National in France began 

connecting issues of immigration with the loss of national sovereignty, caused by a deeper 

integration.  

     The changes that the 90s brought forward, combined with the Maastricht Treaty’s indications 

of a new supranational polity, have since then been challenged by emerging radical right parties. 

These parties have framed the European integration as a threat against the nations’ borders, 

raised new issues of national culture, identity, and sovereignty, and mobilized those who have 

been afraid of this convergence (Hooghe & Marks 2008, p. 118). The main target has been, except 

from immigrants, the political mainstream elite that have had little or no understanding of the 

problems that transnationality caused (Hooghe & Marks 2016, p. 7). Many emerging green parties 

have taken the opposite position, raising the importance of cooperation to solve the climate crisis 

and favored open borders and humanistic values. Mainstream parties on the other hand, have all 

been positioned together somewhere in the middle, regardless if social democratic, conservative, 

or liberal (Hooghe & Marks 2016, p. 19). 

     This emerging cleavage is what many scholars today refer to as the new GAL-TAN conflict. GAL 

in this sense stands for Green, Alternative, and Liberal, whereas TAN stands for Traditional, 

Authoritarian, and Nationalistic (Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson 2002). In its center, we find the issue 

of European integration and a politization driven mostly by radical right parties. I believe this to 

be of great importance when understanding the European parties today and how they form their 

views on European integration.  

     From this research field, three general tendencies can be summarized: 1) radical right parties 

are TAN and therefore criticize the EU, 2) the green parties are the TAN-parties’ opposites and 

therefore politicize pro-European values, and 3) the mainstream parties have all been a major 

part of the European integration and are therefore, in consensus, pro-EU.   

 

3. Theory 

 
The radical left, as previous research has shown, plays a major part in the critique against 

European integration. They often challenge the EU on economic grounds, “objecting to the 

distributional consequences for those who cannot take advantage of transnational mobility” 

(Hooghe & Marks 2016, p. 17). But at the same time as they hold a strong opinion on the European 

integration, they often also hold a strong opinion on values that are typically “GAL”. From what 
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we saw in the previous chapter, other parties that are politicizing the EU are doing so in the 

context of the new GAL-TAN scale. But the radical left does not. Instead, they are combining for 

example pro-immigration with anti-European integration (ibid, p. 19). They are taking a firm 

stand on the economical and institutional issues of European integration, while also taking an 

opposite stand against the ethno-centered and xenophobic parties. 

     This two-sided party positioning is important in order to understand my hypothesis and the 

aim of this paper. As previous research has shown, strategic opportunities are important for 

parties that choose to politicize and hold a strong position on an issue. If these strategic 

opportunities change or diminishes, the party should no longer benefit on a strong positioning.  I 

believe the radical right’s growth over the last years, along with this new political dimension of 

GAL-TAN, involves such a change. What previously was a matter of criticizing the EU for reasons 

that were fully disconnected to this new political dimension, should no longer remain 

unproblematic.  Instead, this two-folded positioning should be an ongoing cause of friction within 

the left.  

     I theorize that the result would be an adaption to the radical right and the new political 

dimension.  For a left party that attracts voters with strong GAL-views, this conflict should be a 

cause of friction within the party elite. This would furthermore push them towards a more 

moderate opinion on the EU, in order to avoid splitting their members and voters.  

     However, not all radical left parties hold strong GAL-positions. According to the previous 

research, such parties are rather an exception, but they should be important to analyze in order 

to determine the relevance of this new political dimension. If it indeed is their strong GAL-

positioning that make them more likely to moderate their position towards the EU, radical left 

parties that do not hold strong positions on GAL-related issues should be less likely to change their 

position towards the EU. In other words, if a radical left party does not have to hold these two 

major issues at stake at once, but only focuses on traditional economical and distributional issues, 

it will be more likely to “afford” holding a strong opinion on the EU.  

     Overall, it is important to state that this adaption should not immediately be the case: parties 

can of course hold different views on different issues. But it is reasonable to argue that the rise of 

the radical right should have made this two-folded party positioning more difficult. For those who 

see the radical right as their major threat, it is likely that they will not want to support their 

agenda. If this can indeed be perceived by the party leaders as a tension within their parties, it is 

not difficult to believe that they would rather moderate their position against the EU, than 

potentially split their member or voter bases.  

     A possible tension within the left has been notified by earlier researchers, but not further 

investigated. Hooghe and Marks (2016) for example write the following in their conclusions:  
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“To the extent that European integration and immigration raise cultural and economic 

issues that hang together, so one would expect tensions within radical left. If so, this 

would extend a historical conflict within the left into the present. Socialist political 

parties, led by internationalist intellectuals, have long been more favorably oriented 

to immigration than working-class trade unions. In the United States, the issue split 

the left; in Europe it was an ongoing source of friction” (Hooghe & Marks 2016, p. 21).  

 

     Finally, this theory section can be developed into two hypotheses.  

1) As the radical right grows and raises the importance of the European Integration, the 

ideological tensions within the GAL-leaning left parties will grow. As a result, these parties 

have taken a strategic action to avoid splitting their member bases or voters and become 

more moderate towards the European Union. Figure 1.1.  illustrates this hypothesis.  

2) Some radical left parties do not hold strong GAL-positions. Therefore, such tensions will 

not occur within these parties. Instead, they will afford holding strong positions on the EU 

and will not become more moderate towards the EU over time.  

 

Figure 1.1. Hypothesis 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

4. Method and Design  

 

4.1. Descriptive analysis 

I have used data from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey. The survey contains data that is highly 

relevant for this paper that would be impossible for me to measure on my own, including variables 

regarding parties’ general position on the European integration, but also regarding other non-EU 

policy issues. Furthermore, since this paper analyzes the radical left’s position on the EU in 

general, it is important to be able to compare a larger set of data.  

     First of all, I will measure how the radical left and the radical right generally have changed their 

Eurosceptic position over a time period in which the radical right has become a substantial 

Eurosceptic actor. Furthermore, I will examine the ideological tensions within the left in three 

steps. With “ideological tensions” I mean holding a strong Eurosceptic position on the European 
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Union while also holding a strong position on GAL-related issues. More detailed explanations to 

these steps will be presented later in the descriptive analysis. The three steps are the following.  

 

1) The previous research has stated that the radical left criticizes the European Union for 

reasons that are disconnected from this new political dimension. But by measuring, for 

the first time, a position variable regarding the new political dimension in combination 

with the EU-positioning variable, I will be able to see if there instead exists an ideological 

tension between these two positions. 

2) By comparing this ideological tension in the beginning and in the end of this important time 

period, I will get a first indication on the correlation between the radical right’s growing 

importance and the growing ideological tensions within the left.  

3) Finally, I will examine each left party’s total change in position towards the EU in the light 

of this ideological tension. This will show if it indeed is the GAL-leaning left parties that 

have changed their Eurosceptic position, whereas the more TAN-leaning left parties have 

not.  

 

To the best of my knowledge, no analysis on how the radical left’s Eurosceptic position has 

changed during this important time-period has ever been done before. As stated in the previous 

research section, the left has mostly been analyzed as an “none-mainstream party” that have had 

the same possibilities to hold a strong position against the EU as the radical right. If that truth 

seems to be challenged over the last two decades, the descriptive analysis can fill an important 

gap in the understanding of the radical left.  

 

Operationalization  

The dependent variable is the radical lefts’ position on the EU and will be operationalized trough 

the available variable for EU-positioning. This variable stands for the party leaders’ overall 

orientation towards the EU.  The scale for EU-positioning is bipolar, where 1 = strongly opposed 

to the EU and 7 = strongly in favor (CHES Codebook 1999-2014, p. 16).  

     The independent variable is the radical rights’ growing Euroscepticism. But as the direct effect 

of the radical right on the radical left is a rather impossible variable to measure with the data that 

I am using, I will, as stated before, simply analyze the time period in which the radical right grows. 

In other words, I will analyze if and under what circumstances the radical left has changed their 

Eurosceptic position during this time period. By later on using interviews as a complement to my 

argument, I will be able to draw better conclusions regarding the radical rights’ direct influence 

on the radical left’s strategic decision to become more moderate. 
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     In the descriptive analysis, my major concern regards the growing ideological tensions within 

the left. This is the intermediate variable that I theorized would explain the moderation within the 

GAL-leaning left parties. By showing how the new political dimension seems to play a larger role 

regarding the radical lefts’ Eurosceptic positioning over time, we can get a first indication on a 

growing dilemma within the left, caused by their anti-radical right positioning.  

     “Positioning on the new political dimension” is operationalized through the variable for GAL-

TAN positioning. The major attribute I want to capture is whether a specific party is strongly 

against the radical right parties or rather indifferent of them. The GAL-TAN positioning scale is 

also bipolar, where 0 = postmaterialist or libertarian, and 10 = traditional or authoritarian. Parties 

that hold post materialistic values favor “expanded personal freedoms, for example, access to 

abortion, active euthanasia, same-sex marriage, or greater democratic participation” (ibid, p. 19). 

Traditional or authoritarian parties reject these ideas, and instead value “order, tradition, and 

stability, and believe that the government should be a firm moral authority on social and cultural 

issues” (ibid, p. 19). I believe I could also have used the variables on for example “immigration”, 

but I was hoping that the GAL-TAN variables would capture the lefts’ strong anti-radical right 

position better as it includes a number of issues.  

     The data set I am using only includes the years from 1999 to 2017. Previously to 1999, no data 

is available. Even though it is rather well known that the last 20 years have been an important 

time period for the radical right, I want to be sure that this can also be seen in the data I am using. 

The operationalization of “the growing importance of the radical right as a Eurosceptic actor” will 

include two variables. One is the variable of salience, which measures the importance the 

European Integration has for a specific party; i.e. how often they mention the European 

integration in the party’s public stance (CHES Codebook 1999-2014, p. 16), where 0 = European 

Integration is of no importance, never mentioned, and 10 = European Integration is the most 

important issue. By analyzing the estimated mean and standard deviation of this variable 

including all the analyzed radical right parties, I will be able to tell if they, in a specific year, are 

generally politicizing the issue of the EU. If not – the radical left would have no problem regarding 

their own Eurosceptic position. 

     The other variable regards the size of the radical right parties. If they do not gain any electoral 

success, they will simply not be an important political actor. This will be analyzed through the 

variable for votes, stating the vote percentage received by the party in the national election most 

prior to the survey year (CHES Codebook 1999-2014, p.15). Here, too, I will use the estimated 

mean and standard deviation to tell any general tendencies regarding their electoral success.  

     I will then see if the year of 1999 can function as a reference year, i.e. a year when the radical 

right seems to be a rather unimportant Eurosceptic actor and compare it to a year in which the 

radical right indeed seems to be a decisively important actor. This might give us an indication on 
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the correlation between the radical right’s growing importance and the growing ideological 

tensions within the left.  

      

Methodological discussion   

The survey is based on nation based research experts, who have been asked to evaluate and place 

their respective parties on various scales. I have mostly used the Chapel Hill Experts Survey Trend 

File, which includes all European countries from 1999 to 2014. I have also used the 2017 Chapel 

Hill Expert FLASH Survey. This survey includes a smaller set of EU countries and focuses on issues 

that are “the key questions facing Europe in 2017–EU economic coordination, populism, and 

migration” (CHES FLASH Survey, 2017).  

     There are of course some problems concerning the use of an expert survey. Experts are not 

completely isolated from their surroundings. What might seem as “a high level” of something in 

one context might be perceived differently in another context. I believe one should be especially 

careful with the variables regarding the GAL-TAN conflict. These variables are not as definite as a 

party’s opinion on the EU but regards a wide range of issues that are connected to each other, and 

that can be perceived differently depending on who is answering the question.  

     In some surveys, information about certain parties are simply missing. When the amount of 

parties is as low as it is, one single missing piece of information can change the data significantly, 

for example the total mean level. Furthermore, there are only a few units of analysis to study, i.e. 

parties to study. I have included all the radical left and radical right parties available in Western 

Europe, but they are their own opposites and therefore function as two separate populations. 

Separately, the units of analysis are too few to use any methods of statistical inference, which 

makes it impossible to draw any causal conclusions. I can descriptively show how the ideological 

tensions within the left and the lefts’ general Eurosceptic position have changed over this time 

period, but I cannot draw any causal conclusions.   

     Another problem regards the time frame. The idea of a new cleavage theory has emerged rather 

recently and has probably never been as important as it is today. Therefore, if the radical left 

indeed changes their position on the EU as an effect of the radical right and the new cleavage 

theory, it might not be possible to analyze until the next coming years. What I hope to find though, 

are any indications that this might be an ongoing source of friction that will change their position 

even more in the future. It should also be mentioned that experts are often rather careful changing 

the parties’ positions over time. As Hooghe and Marks (2016) write, party manifestos often reveal 

a larger change than what experts conclude. Therefore, since it indeed is “change” I aim to analyze, 

it should be said that this might not be possible by only looking at the data set available.  
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     These are the main reasons for me not to focus exclusively on a statistical analysis. Instead, I 

will complement the study with an interview based qualitative study. This will be discussed 

further below.  

 

Countries selected 

The data set only includes countries who are members of the European Union. Since my focus lays 

on the radical left parties of Europe, I have chosen to analyze countries where there are at least 

one radical left party. Therefore, countries such as the UK and Austria, that have important and 

influential radical right parties but (according to the data set) no radical left parties, will not be 

analyzed. Further, I have only analyzed parties from western countries, and left the eastern 

countries none-commented. It is in general very difficult to find tendencies among parties that 

vary as much as they do in Europe, and by doing this division, I was hoping for more robust 

answers. This division has often been made in European studies, simply because these countries 

differ too much. After taking all of this in concern, the following countries were selected: Belgium, 

France, Italy, Netherlands, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Luxemburg, Greece, Spain, 

Portugal and Sweden.  

 

Parties selected  

Chapel Hill Data Survey had already divided all parties into different party families, where “radical 

right” and “radical left” were two of their categories. Considering that I would analyze a lot of data 

from a lot of different parties, it was mostly a matter of time choosing their own classification of 

these party groups. Doing so, I was easily able to sort out all the important data. The classification 

is based on Hix and Lord (1997) (see also CHES Codebook 1994-2014, p. 15). I have included all 

parties with the available information presented. Some of these parties are very small but 

explaining the “electoral success” of the radical left was never the aim of this study; the size or 

vote share therefore seemed unimportant.  Furthermore, the data survey for year 2017 was only 

conducted for seven out of thirteen countries with radical left parties, which I believe made it even 

more important to analyze all the available parties. 

 

4.2. Interviews  

The aim of interviewing the central party elite is to find evidence regarding the underlying 

mechanisms, but also to find out more about the radical rights’ direct influence on the radical left. 

I want to find out if and how the radical right has created these ideological tensions within the left, 

and most importantly, if this has pushed the party elite to take party strategic actions towards a 

more moderate position on the EU.  As this paper has a multi-methodological approach to the 

question, the interviews function as a way to triangulate information and bring different forms of 
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data to answer the same question (Lynch 2013, p. 37). The interviews can, in other words, give 

strength to my argument based on the descriptive analysis. 

     The interview questions involve some larger themes that suits the semi-structured interview 

format.  Semi-structured interviews are generally used when interviewing elites. That means that 

I have prepared questions for the interviews that are related to my purpose, but also that I will 

follow the interviewed person as the conversation progresses (see for example Beckman & Hall 

2013, p. 195).  

 

Parties selected  

The parties selected are Enhedslisten from Denmark and Vänsterpartiet from Sweden. Since the 

argumentation relevant for this selection is connected to my descriptive analysis, I will argue for 

this on page 24. In short, I will analyze them as two “least likely cases”.  

 

Party elite selected 

I have interviewed two central actors. One is Jonas Sjöstedt, the party leader of Vänsterpartiet in 

Sweden. The other one is Soren Sondergaard, the EU-responsible spokesperson of Enhedslisten 

in Denmark. There is no doubt that they are two central members of the party elite, and that they 

have power to change the direction of their respective party. Their view on this dilemma should 

therefore be highly relevant for my purpose.  

     Of course, the main concern with these interviews is that they are so few. It is difficult to 

interview people as busy as politicians, and especially for a bachelor thesis, one cannot expect to 

interview more than a few. I believe I was still lucky to be able to interview two not only central, 

but also independent actors. With that said, I am aware of the limitations. I will argue for the 

possibility to generalize later on in the interview section.  

 

Source criteria 

Centrality: this is the most obvious criterion in my case. Parties are the main unit of analysis of 

this paper. These parties are formed by their respective members and voters, but most certainly 

they are formed by their party leaders and party elites. As I mentioned before, it is also the party 

elites’ positioning in different issues that the Chapel Hill Data Survey analyzes. Therefore, party 

elites and party leaders are the most central individuals to interview regarding my purpose.  

     Authenticity: As I have conducted the interviews and collected the data myself, there is no doubt 

that the sources are authentic. Recordings and transcripts are available.  

     Time: the questions I will be asking concern a situation as it is today. I am not asking the 

interviewed about something that happened thirty years ago or alike. Therefore, the time criterion 

should not be a problem.  
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     Dependency: I am interviewing two party leaders from two different countries, Denmark and 

Sweden. They are not working together on an everyday basis and they belong to two different 

parties. But the Nordic countries do cooperate, and I know for sure that these people know each 

other rather well. Therefore, I would not say that they are completely independent, but they are 

more so than if I would only look at one single party and ask the same questions to different 

persons within that same party elite.  

     Tendency: does the person interviewed have reason to be biased, or simply not to tell the truth?  

This is the most difficult criterion to fulfill and will therefore be discussed at length. I have 

interviewed two persons who have devoted their lives to politics and their own parties. The 

questions I am asking regard some sensitive issues within these parties. No party benefits from 

internal conflicts, and certainly not from internal conflicts caused by a third part. One could 

therefore presume that both interviewed parts will want to tone down this conflict.  

Furthermore, they both belong to two, still, very Eurosceptic parties. Therefore, it is difficult to 

believe that they would openly admit that they have become less critical. This is also why the 

descriptive analysis is important for such indications: if they, according to the data, seem to have 

become more moderate, I do not have to build my whole argument solely based on their own 

perception of a moderation. However, what I can find out is how they have dealt with the radical 

right’s Euroscepticism, and if the radical right seems to have opened up for new discussions or 

conflicts within the left. In other words, if there are any strategic reasons for them to actually 

change their position, and if these strategic reasons can be connected to the ideological tensions 

caused by the radical right.  

 

Arrangement 

The interview with Jonas Sjöstedt was conducted over the phone on the 21st of November and 

lasted for 30 minutes. This was my only option, but I believe a face-to-face interview would have 

been preferable. Furthermore, Sjöstedt knew about my aim and question before the interview, so 

I believe he was prepared for the types of questions I was going to ask. This might have influenced 

his answers.  

     The interview with Soren Sondergaard took place in his own office in Copenhagen on the 6th of 

December and lasted for 50 minutes. The time limit was less decided; we simply talked until my 

questions were finished. He also did not know about my question and aim beforehand. This was 

probably the most preferable way of doing this kind of interview, regarding both the sensitivity of 

the questions and the complex themes that they regarded.  

    As I wrote previously, the interviews were semi-structured. I had prepared questions, but 

sometimes I skipped a question, and sometimes I asked follow-up questions that were not written 

on forehand. Furthermore, I did not prepare identical questions for both interviews since I wanted 
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to ask more context specific questions regarding their own parties and countries. 

     The interviews were recorded and later on transcribed on paper. From the transcript, I made 

an analytical frame work that involved two major themes. These themes will be presented in the 

interview section. Both recordings and transcripts are available if wanted. 

 

5. Descriptive analysis 
 

My hypothesis is that as the radical right grows in numbers and salience the issue of European 

integration more, the ideological tensions within the left will grow. As a result, the left has taken 

strategic actions to avoid splitting their member bases or voters and become more moderate 

towards the European Union. First, I will simply show how the lefts’ position on the EU generally 

have changed during the last two decades in which the radical right has grown both regarding 

votes and salience. Second, I will focus on the potentially growing ideological tensions within the 

left, and how they might correlate with this ongoing moderation.  

 

5.1 Time frame 

To be able to analyze any changes over time, one needs to understand the starting point. The aim 

of the descriptive analysis is solely to see if the radical left has changed their position towards the 

EU over a period of time in which the radical right has grown. In other words, it is not to decide 

on which exact year the radical left parties have changed their position. Instead, I expect that the 

radical left parties’ positions will change slowly over a time period and vary within the party 

family, along with the radical right’s growing importance. But nevertheless, one needs to know 

that the starting point is different from the end point. More precisely, we must be sure that the 

radical right is not an as important actor in the first year of analysis, and that it becomes more 

important later on.  

     The Chapel Hill Expert Survey only includes the years of 1999, 2002 2006, 2010, 2014 and 

2017. Previous to 1999, no data is available. But I argue that 1999 can function as a reference year 

in this sense. Two measurable variables were operationalized for deciding when the radical right 

could be considered to be a less important Eurosceptic actor (see p. 10); vote share and EU-

salience. The following table will show the estimated means and standard deviation for these 

variables in the year of 1999 and 2014 (2014 is the most recent year in which all countries are 

available).  
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                                 Table 1. Radical Right: Salience and Vote share 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: “Salience” is measured on a scale from 0-10, where 0 = European Integration is of no importance, never mentioned, 

and 10 = European Integration is the most important issue (CHES Codebook 1999-2014, p. 16), “Vote” states the percentage 

of votes that party received in the national election most prior to the survey year (CHES Codebook 1999-2014, p.15). 

 

Table 1 shows that the issue of European Integration is clearly becoming more important for the 

radical right after the year of 1999. The parties are also more scattered in 1999, i.e. the standard 

deviation for salience is higher in 1999 than it is in 2006 and 2014.  

     Furthermore, the radical right family is electorally more successful after the year of 1999, as 

the mean share of votes has risen with almost 4 %. It might not seem as a radical change, but it 

should also be mentioned that the electoral success by the year of 1999 is solely held by four 

parties: FN in France, AN in Italy, VB in Belgium and FP in Denmark. By the year of 2014, there are 

additionally successful radical right parties in Finland, Greece and Sweden, and by the year of 

2017, even in Germany.  

     I believe, therefore, that the year of 1999 is an important “turning-point” for the radical right’s 

importance as a Eurosceptic actor. They had gained electoral success previously to 1999, but as 

stated before, a reaction should not come immediately as the radical right gains success. 

Therefore, I believe this time period to be an important period to study in regard tothe lefts’ 

reaction to the radical right. The importance of this period has also been stated by other central 

scholars in the field of radical right parties, such as David Art (2011). 

      

5.2. Part I.  

The first thing to analyze is if there are any indications that the radical left has changed their 

Eurosceptic position over the previously discussed time period (I have excluded the year of 2002 

since there were very few parties available at that time). I expect that the radical left will become 

more moderate towards the EU over this time period. I also expect that the radical right should 

either maintain their position or become more extreme over time, since they have nothing to lose 

by politicizing the EU. The following figure 1.1 will show how these party families vary regarding 

their Eurosceptic position over time.  

                   

               

 

Year  Salience Mean Salience STDV Vote Mean Vote STDV 

1999 3,953 2,015 5,089 5,504 

2006 6,188 1,557 7,388 4,877  

2014  6,646  1,592 8,783  5,358 
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               Figure 1.1. EU-positioning  

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1. EU positioning: showing the parties’ “overall orientation of the party leadership towards European 

integration” (Chapel Hill Codebook 1999-2014, p. 16 and Chapel Hill Codebook 2017, p. 9) from year 1999 to 2017, on a 

scale from 1-7, where 1= strongly opposed and 7 = strongly in favor. For year 2017, the survey only included Sweden, 

Netherlands, Spain, France, Greece, Portugal and Germany. 

 

Figure 1.1 shows the radical left and the radical right’s position towards the EU over time. The 

middle line in every box represents the median, whereas the x: s in every box represents the 

estimated mean. The bottom line of every box represents the first quartile. The top line of every 

box represents the 3rd quartile. The extended lines, so called whiskers lines, shows the minimum 

value and the maximum value. Finally, the blue “dots” are outliers. That means that one of the 

radical right parties (more precisely the Italian AN) are too far off from the other parties to be 

included in the maximum and minimum whiskers lines. To make this a bit clearer, I have included 

the estimated means and standard deviation in Table 2.  

 

                          Table 2. EU-positioning 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

                               Table 2: see variable descriptions for figure 1.1.  

Years Mean  

Radical Left 

Mean  

Radical Right 

StDAV 

Radical Left 

StDAV  

Radical Right 

1999 2,498 2,008 1,034 0,693 

2006 2,943 2,2088 0,943 1,0708 

2010 2,891 2,395 1,002 1,318 

2014 2,968  1,748 1,066 0,5116 

2017 3,213 1,7013 1,216 0,919 
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The following conclusions can be drawn from Figure 1.1. and Table 2. First, the estimated means 

in Table 2 show that the radical left seems to have become slightly more moderate towards the 

EU since 1999, even though this change is not very drastic. The radical right on the other hand 

(the blue figure) has become more extreme towards the EU over time. Figure 1.1 shows how the 

estimated means of the radical right and the radical left are slowly separating. Second, we can see 

that the median level of the radical left has not changed much, but that the 1st quartile (the median 

of the bottom half) has clearly risen. In other words, there are still a number of Eurosceptic left 

parties in 2014 and 2017, but they are not as skeptic as they were in the year of 1999. 

     The same thing regards the 3rd quartile (the top of the figure): the more EU-positive left parties 

seem to have become even more EU-positive over time. This differs from the radical right, where 

the most Eurosceptical parties have become more skeptical over the time. Especially in the year 

of 2017, we can see that the orange box is growing smaller – meaning that the more EU-positive 

radical right parties are becoming more alike the most Eurosceptical parties. Comparing the 

radical left and the radical right, we can see that in 2017, the median level of the most 

Eurosceptical radical left parties is not even on the same level as the median level of the most EU-

positive radical right parties. As illustrated in the figure, the boxes are no longer overlapping each 

other.  However, these results should not be overestimated, knowing that the last survey of 2017 

only includes 7 out of 13 countries.  

     Finally, the measurements for standard deviation in Table 2 shows that the radical left family 

varies more regarding their EU-position than the radical right, except for the year of 2006 and 

2010. 

     In summary, the figure and tablet show that the radical left’ and the radical right’ Eurosceptic 

positions seems to go in two different directions. The radical left is slowly becoming more 

moderate, whereas the radical right is becoming more extreme. What is also clear, is that the 

radical left family varies more regarding their position. These variations within the radical left will 

be analyzed in the following chapter, where I examine the ideological tensions within the left, and 

how they might have an impact on this moderation.  

 

5.3 Part II 

The following sections will describe the ideological tension that I theorized would cause a 

moderation within the left as the radical right grows. By “ideological tension” I mean holding a 

strong Eurosceptic position and in the same time holding a strong position on GAL-related issues. 

Previous research has stated that the radical left criticizes the EU for reasons that are completely 

disconnected from the new GAL-TAN dimension and has instead politicized the traditional 

distributional and economic consequences of the EU. More precisely, their position on the GAL-
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TAN scale have, in the context of the existing research field, not mattered when taking on an 

extreme EU-position.  

     As the year of 1999 is my year of reference, i.e. a year in which the radical right was still a rather 

unimportant actor, I expect that there should be now such tensions present at this time. In other 

words, there should be no correlation between the radical lefts’ position on the EU and their 

respective placement on the GAL-TAN scale. On the other hand, if there seems to be a correlation 

between the radical lefts’ position on the EU and their respective placement on the GAL-TAN scale 

as early as 1999, this would lead us to the conclusion that this ideological tension is, and have 

always been, a part of these parties 

 

Figure 2.1: Ideological tensions in 1999 

Figure 2.1: X-axis showing the parties’ 

position on the GAL-TAN scale going 

from 0-10, where 0= 

Libertarian/Postmaterialist, 

and 10=Traditional/Authoritarian 

(Chapel Hill Codebook 1999-2014, p. 

19). Y-axis showing the parties’ position 

on the European Union, on a scale from 

1-7, where 1= strongly opposed and 7 = 

strongly in favor (Chapel Hill Codebook 

1999-2014, p. 16).  

 

   

Figure 2.1 shows no correlation between the left parties’ position on the GAL-TAN scale and their 

position on the EU. If any correlation at all, the trend line is slightly positive, which means that 

there is a positive correlation between having a more GAL-leaning position and a more 

Eurosceptic position. This goes in line with the previous research: in the year of 1999, the radical 

left did not position themselves on the EU according to their GAL-positioning.   

     But what I theorized was that this two-folded positioning should become more difficult as the 

radical right grows in importance. In other words, I theorized that the left’s position on the EU 

should begin to correlate with their GAL-TAN position over time. I believe such a correlation has 

not been stated before and would describe an important shift among the left. It would be a first 

indication showing that strong GAL-positions and strong EU-positions indeed are a cause of 

friction within the left, that could potentially lead them towards a more moderate position on the 

EU.  
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5.4. Part III. 

I expect that by the year of 2014 and 2017, the most recent years available from the Expert Survey, 

the left parties will position themselves along with their GAL-TAN position. More specifically, the 

GAL-leaning parties will be more likely to hold a more moderate position towards the EU. The 

more neutral or even TAN-leaning radical left parties will be more likely to hold a strong 

Eurosceptic position, as they do not have to worry about tensions within their parties and can 

therefore afford holding a strong position towards the EU.  

   

Figure 3.1: Ideological tensions in 2014 

 

Figure 3.1: x-axis showing the parties’ 

position on the GAL-TAN scale going 

from 0-10, where 0= 

Liberal/Postmaterialist, 

and 10=Traditional/Authoritarian 

(Chapel Hill Codebook 1999-2014, p. 19). 

Y-axis showing the parties’ position on 

the European Union, on a scale from 1-7, 

where 1= strongly opposed and 7 = 

strongly in favor (Chapel Hill Codebook 

1999-2014, p. 16).  

      

     

 

                                                                       Figure 3.2: Ideological tensions in 2017 

 

Figure 3.2: x-axis showing the parties’ 

position on the GAL-TAN scale going from 0-

10, where 0= Libertarian/Postmaterialist, 

and 10=Traditional/Authoritarian (Chapel 

Hill Codebook 1999-2014, p. 19). Y-axis 

showing the parties’ position on the 

European Union, on a scale from 1-7, where 

1= strongly opposed and 7 = strongly in 

favor (Chapel Hill Codebook 2017, p. 9).  
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Figure 3.1. and 3.2 show the radical left parties’ positions on both the EU-scale and the GAL-TAN 

scale. The figures are conducted in the years of 2014 and 2017. These figures do not conclude any 

causality, since I have not isolated the variables to other possible explanatory variables, nor been 

able to support the criteria for time. The only thing the figures can conclude is some degree of 

correlation between the parties’ positions on the EU and their positions on the GAL-TAN scale. In 

other words, it could equally be explained by other explanatory variables, such as, perhaps, to 

what extent these countries were affected by the financial crisis, or how many votes these radical 

left parties gained in the recent election. However, what we do know is that there seems to be 

some degree of correlation between a strong GAL position and a less Eurosceptic position by the 

year of 2014 and 2017. In comparison to the year of 1999, this correlation is rather clear.  

     This indicates that it is during the important time frame in which the radical right has grown 

that this shift has taken place. There are, I believe, both theoretical and empirical reasons to 

believe that this change can be connected to the radical right and the new political dimension. But 

it is of course impossible to draw any causal conclusions by only describing a change over time. 

These figures give us a first idea of a shift that has not been described before. However, it has to 

be more thoroughly examined if we want to actually state the importance of the radical right.  

     Finally, I have divided the parties into three different groups in figure 3.1. 2014 is the last 

survey conducted where all parties were available, so it was reasonable to use this figure when 

doing this division. Group “A” includes the more EU-moderate parties that hold strong GAL-

positions. Group “B” includes parties that are clearly EU-sceptic but in the meantime hold strong 

GAL-positions. Group “C” includes the more EU-sceptic parties that are not as GAL-leaning as the 

rest. I will return to this division in the next section.  

 

5.5. Part IV 

Using the previous data and conclusions, I will now analyze the parties separately. The figure in 

“Part I” showed that the radical left had become slightly more moderate over time, but the party 

family was rather scattered in their positioning. Furthermore, the figures in “Part II” showed how 

different parties vary in their opinion on the EU, and how they seem to do so in relation to their 

GAL-TAN opinion. By using Figure 3.1, and the group division I made there, I will now analyze the 

parties’ moderation towards the EU separately. This will indicate if the parties whom I theorized 

would be most influenced by the radical right, i.e. the parties that were the most GAL-leaning, will 

also be more likely to change their opinion on the EU 
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                           Table 3: Party specific analysis – Position on the EU  

               

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: showing the parties’ “overall orientation of the party leadership towards European integration” (Chapel Hill 

Codebook 1999-2014, p. 16 and Chapel Hill Codebook 2017, p. 9) from year 1999 to 2017, on a scale from 1-7, where 1= 

strongly opposed and 7 = strongly in favor. For year 2017, the survey only included Sweden, Netherlands, Spain, France, 

Greece, Portugal and Germany.  

 

What we see in Table 3 is the parties’ various positions towards the EU over time. The higher the 

number, the more positive a party is towards the EU. Group A includes the parties that held strong 

opinions on GAL related issues, while holding more moderate opinions on the EU. Group B 

includes the parties that held almost equally strong positions on both issues. Group C includes all 

parties that held strong positions on the EU and had rather TAN-leaning values, i.e. the parties 

that I theorized would “afford” to be skeptic towards the EU.  Some parties that were not available 

in the year of 2014 were added, including DIKKI, LO/LCR and PDCL. I added them to the groups 

consistent with their GAL/TAN positioning.  

     In group A, almost all parties have become more moderate towards the EU over time. The only 

exception is the Finnish party VAS, who has become slightly more negative. They are although the 

by far most EU-positive party in 1999, so it is reasonable to say that they are the exception 

regarding the left parties’ position on the EU in general.  

     In group B, most parties have also become more moderate towards the EU. This shows that 

even the parties that held strong opinions on both matters have generally become more EU-

positive over time. One exception is the Italian RC. 

Country Party 1999 2006 2010 2014 2017 Tot. 
Change 

Belgium PVDA  - - 2,38 3,4 - + 1,02 

Denmark SF 2,57 3,78 4,55 4,64 - + 2,07 

Portugal BE 2,5 3,6 3,66 3,13 - + 0,63 

Greece SYRIZA - 3,1 2,18 3,4 5,15 +2,05 

Finland VAS 5 4,5 4,11 4,3 - - 0,7 

Spain PODEMOS - - - 4,44 4,86 +0,42 

Spain IU 3,66 4,54 4,75 4,6 4,5 +0,84 

Luxemburg DL - - - 3,66 - 0 

Italy  PDCL - 2,75 3,75 - - +1 

Ireland SP (I) 1,39 - 2,42 2,22 - +0,83 

Sweden V 1,33 1,82 2 2,13 2,47 +1,14 

Denmark EL 1,14 2,11 1,72 1,81 - +0,67 

Italy RC 3 3 3,25 2 - -1 

France PCF 2,71 2,11 2,77 2,64 2,57 -0,14  

Netherlands SP (N) 2,6 2 2,42 2,09 2,73 + 0,13 

Portugal CDU 2,59 3,8 3 1,88 2,55 -0,04 

Greece KKE 1,36 1,36 1,11 1,11 1,07 -0,29 

Greece DIKKI 3,14 2,4 1,8 - - -1,34  

France  LO/LCR 1,28 - - - - 0  

Germany PDS/LINKE 3,2 3,27 3,29 3 4,19 + 0,99 

 
 

   A  

     

   B 

 

   C 
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     In group C, the majority of parties has become slightly more negative over time. Two exceptions 

can be found: the Dutch party SP and the German party LINKE.1 

     In summary, this division of the radical left party family seems to generally follow my 

expectations. I theorized that the radical left parties would become more moderate towards the 

European Union because of the difficulties in holding two issues at stake at once, i.e. the ideological 

tension. If no such ideological tension existed, or in other words, if the parties were more TAN-

leaning, they would afford to maintain a strong position on the European Union in the context of 

the radical right. Such differences within the party family can be found. The GAL-leaning parties 

(Group A and B) are generally becoming more moderate, whereas the TAN-leaning parties (Group 

C) are not.  

     It is although important to raise different interpretations of these indications. One example is 

the Greek party SYRIZA, a radical left party that have turned more positive over time. They indeed 

hold more GAL-leaning values, but for anyone aware of the party’s situation in Greece after the 

financial crisis, it is difficult to say that the growing radical right parties have been of any relevance 

regarding this moderation. It is not my purpose to give a deeper explanation to all of the included 

countries, but one should still be reminded of the limitations that a descriptive analysis involves. 

This analysis can give a first indication of a trend within the left as a whole, but further 

investigations of country-specific contexts must be made for any solid and robust conclusions. 

 

6. Interview analysis 

This is the second major part of this paper. We now know that there seems to be some correlation 

between the ideological tensions within the left and their changing opinion on the EU. We also 

know that this was not a visible problem in the year of 1999, when the radical right was still a 

rather unimportant Eurosceptic actor regarding electoral success and salience.  The aim of 

interviewing two central actors is to find evidence regarding the underlying mechanisms and to 

build on my explanatory argument. I want to find out if and how the radical right has created these 

ideological tensions within the left, and furthermore, if this has pushed the party elite to take party 

strategic actions towards a more moderate opinion on the EU.  

 

                                                           
1 I believe the case of Die Linke (LINKE) is interesting to look further into. They have changed their position solely 

between the year of 2014 and 2017. Looking back at figure 2.2, showing the parties’ GAL-position and EU-position in 

the year of 2017, it is rather clear that Die Linke have not only changed their EU-position since 2014, but also their GAL-

position towards a more GAL-leaning position. Knowing this, one should mention the fact that AFD –the recently 

growing and highly Eurosceptic radical right party of Germany– was first founded in 2013. This could indicate that 

AFD’s growth in fact have changed the political arena in which die Linke acts, which has created new problems for them. 
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Parties selected  

Remember the previously discussed groups of parties on page 22 and 23. Both Enhedslisten and 

Vänsterpartiet belonged to Group B, which consisted of parties that, as late as in 2014 and 2017, 

held strong opinions on both the European Union and on the GAL related issues. In other words, 

they belonged to the group that did not follow my expectations regarding the ideological tensions, 

since their positions seemed to be unrelated to this new political dimension. In this sense, 

Vänsterpartiet and Enhedslisten can be analyzed as two “least likely cases”. Furthermore, the 

Nordic countries have traditionally been some of the most important Eurosceptic forces among 

the European left. If they, despite that, now feel the need to moderate their EU-critique, it could 

be argued that other parties, who traditionally have been less Eurosceptic, should be even more 

likely to moderate their EU-critique.2  

     According to the data, Enhedslisten and Vänsterpartiet do however differ in some important 

ways. Vänsterpartiet shows a slowly ongoing moderation towards the EU since 1999. 

Enhedslisten on the other hand, was more positive towards the EU in 2006 than they were in 

2014. They also end up more negative towards the EU in 2014 than Vänsterpartiet. In the same 

time, both Vänsterpartiet and Enhedslisten hold rather similar positions on the GAL-TAN scale. 

Therefore, it seems as if Enhedslisten might possibly have been better at holding these two issues 

at stake at once. I believe that makes them even more interesting to compare. If the parties seem 

to make different strategical considerations regarding the radical right, or highlights issues that 

the other party does not, this could perhaps give an even further explanation to my hypothesis.  

 

Themes 

Two larger themes will be presented in this analysis.  

1) Is the party united in its critique towards the EU? Or are there any internal conflicts 

between different members or party elites? I here want to find out if there are any ongoing 

discussions within these parties regarding their Eurosceptic position. As discussed in the 

methodological chapter, I hardly believe that two central actors would openly admit that 

their parties have become more moderate towards the EU as a result of the radical right. 

But if this ongoing discussion can be connected to the radical right, this might indicate that 

                                                           
2 One could also argue that the Nordic populations in general have become more positive towards the EU, so why should 

the radical left not simply adopt this view? Of course, I find this to be of relevance when explaining a general shift in the 

radical left’s opinion. But the main question is how the radical right and the radical left parties differ in this sense. For 

example, the data shows that the Swedish Democrats have turned more negative towards the EU over the recent years, 

despite the fact that the Swedish population has become more positive. Therefore, I believe it is difficult to state that a 

party’s successive moderation can solely be explained by the populations’ general view on the EU.  
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strategic actions have actually been taken by the party elite as an outcome of the radical 

right.  

2) Have the radical right’s success created tensions within the radical left? This is the 

most up front theme that is directly connected to my aim and question. By asking these 

questions in a more general sense, I am hoping to find answers that can be related to the 

internal conflict of these parties, to the ideological tensions that I have theorized should be 

created by the radical right, and to any strategic reasons for them to become more 

moderate. Asking more general questions regarding other parties or elites can be a good 

way of dealing with the sensitivity of the issues, and the biased position that they of course 

hold towards their own parties (see for example Beckman & Hall, 2013). 

 

6.1. Enhedslisten: The Red-Green Alliance 

Internal conflict: is Enhedslisten united in their critique against the EU?  

The most visible conflict within Enhedslisten seems to be between those asking for a 

withdrawal and those who do not. When I asked this specific question, Sondergaard took a 

long pause. and then formulated the problem as following:  

 

“Concerning the critique, Enhedslistan is united. I mean, no one is defending (the EU, 

my note), but concerning if we should call for a withdrawal, there’s people who don’t 

think we should do that. And it’s very complicated to discuss”.  

 

Sondergaard gives a somehow mixed message regarding this issue. He early states that radical left 

parties have to be fundamentally opposed to the European Union to be able to do radical changes. 

He also gives some, what he calls, absurd examples on how proposals from the left have been 

dismissed because of the constitution, and on how impossible it is to change this constitution by 

voting.  In other words, changing the EU from within is impossible according to Sondergaard, and 

in order to make radical left or green changes, you have to confront the EU as such. 

 

“What is happening now is that you can look at the EU defending us from something 

that is worse. In some sense that is correct, because EU is so conservative (laugh), and 

even the right wing can’t change it very rapidly. But if you are a party who wants 

change from the left, who wants to do radical changes for consumer consumption, for 

animal well fare, for whatever, it is very clear that you cannot do that without 

confronting the European Union. And we’re talking about confronting the treaties”.  
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On the other hand, he does not want to overestimate the conflict within his own party or the left 

in general. Instead, he takes on a more moderate position towards party members and other 

parties who want to dismiss the demand of withdrawal.  

 

“If they (Vänsterpartiet in this case, my note) will decide that, in the election campaign 

for the EU-election, they will not raise the question of leaving the EU, I would totally 

understand”. 

 

It is of course reasonable that he does not want to overestimate the conflict within his own party 

or the left in general. But there seems to be a visible tradeoff between being a radical option to the 

EU and not raising the issue of a withdrawal. The question of withdrawal is not central for this 

paper, but indeed seems to be an important issue regarding the left parties’ possibilities to remain 

as critical as they have been in the past. It would have been interesting to further investigate the 

details of this discussion within the left, but that will have to be done in future research. Although, 

considering the weight of this discussion and the potential change it might involve, I believe it to 

be an example of the left becoming more moderate towards the European Union. If the issue of 

withdrawal indeed is connected to the radical right, it is plausible that the radical right has created 

these incitements for a party strategical action within the left.  

 

Has the radical right’s success created tensions within the left? 

Since this was a semi structured interview, in which I tried to follow rather than provoke the 

answers, the major discussion tended to revolve around Brexit rather than the radical rights’ 

general position on the EU. But nevertheless, Brexit is an important mile stone for the radical 

rights’ EU-critique, and according to Sondergaard, the event indeed seems to have affected the 

European left in general. First, he a articulates Brexit as a turning point for the left. Second, he 

directly connects the ongoing discussion on withdrawal to the radical right. Since the left did not 

want to be involved in a right-winged project, they had to take a stand against their own previous 

opinion on the withdrawal.  

 

“…. it is clear that Brexit, especially I would say in a country like Sweden but also in 

Denmark, has created problems, because it was very much articulated as a right 

winged –even in content, it was not so clear- but in terms of in the way it was 

presented and the forces that were spoke persons for it, Nigel Farage and all that stuff, 

it was really seen as a right winged project. And therefore, of course, if you in that 

situation say: yeah, we want to get out of the EU, it’s very easy to be a part of that 

project. And of course, we don’t want to be part of that project”. 
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He also formulates a trade-off between defending the interests of the working class, and “not being 

seen as racist”. This is a rather visible trade-off between the more post materialistic or typical 

GAL-values and the economic interests of the working class, which the left now has to confront  

 

 “I think the left has had a problem, well, a part of the left has had a problem, to be a 

kind of… (paus). Very afraid of… (paus). Defending the interest of the working class, 

and not to be seen as racist or something like that. And it’s strange because all the 

times in the history where the left has won power or won real strength, it has been 

linked to national situations”. 

 

I even asked a follow up question regarding the tensions between these two values, and he fully 

agreed with this perception. He also gave an example of a situation in Denmark where 

Enhedslisten had to make a clear cut distinction between these positions – in order to “beat” the 

radical right.  

 

“It’s a little bit the same with immigration. Personally, I’m totally in favor of people’s 

possibilities and right to come to Denmark and work and live. But if you don’t link it 

together with, for example, that when they work in Denmark, should work on the 

same working conditions as the Danish workers - of course, people will be angry. In 

the Danish Building Workers Union, we had a really big fight between a tendency who 

wanted to beat the Polish, and a tendency who wanted to have a campaign saying, 

“you’re welcome, but under the same terms as we have”. But if we had just said “oh 

everybody could come, we shouldn’t prevent anybody from anything…”, the racists 

would have won”.  

 

Lastly, he gives an example of how the British left, as a reaction to Brexit, has turned more positive 

towards the EU instead of the opposite.  

 

 “The British left, for too many years, had not understood, that they should take the 

strong lead against the European Union. And because they are not taking the lead, it 

has been left to the right wing. And when they saw that (Brexit, my note), a part of the 

left said: oh okay, then we must be even more in favor of the European Union”. 

 

Even though these quotes only constitute a few examples, they go along well with my hypothesis. 

The radical right seems to have changed the arena of conflict, and the left has had to adapt to this 
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new arena. This has made them reconsider their demand for a withdrawal, which could be seen 

as a strategical action from the party elite. The reason for this seems to be the fear to get involved 

or “mixed up” with the radical right parties. Furthermore, the conflict between their GAL-position 

and other economical/distributional issues is clearly an ongoing source of friction, which the 

party now has to deliberate.  

 

6.2. Vänsterpartiet: The Left Party  

Internal conflict 

The discussion on whether to ask for a withdrawal or not, is present within Vänsterpartiet too. 

The discussion seems to have gone further than in Enhedslisten though. Just a couple of days after 

I had decided to write this paper, Sjöstedt wrote his first article regarding the issue of a 

withdrawal. At the time that I had the possibility to interview him myself, the discussion was 

already public and openly debated (see Sjöstedt, 2018). When I asked him this question, he made 

it clear that they are still as Eurosceptic as before, but the context in which they form an opposition 

to the EU has changed.  

 

”Vi är EU-kritiska, det är givet. Däremot kan man säga att frågan om utträde har blivit 

mindre aktuell. Det är praktiskt svårt att göra, det finns inte så mycket stöd, och det 

finns nu större möjligheter att arbeta inom EU för förändring eftersom vänstern är 

mer lik oss och starkare”. 

 

Sjöstedt draws the conclusion that the left parties have to work together, inside the EU, in order 

to make the necessary changes. He strongly disagrees with me when I ask if the radical left parties 

perhaps have become more moderate. Instead, he states that it is the growth of the left rather than 

their Eurosceptic position that have changed. Therefore, he draws the conclusion that an 

alternative is best formed by a cooperation between these parties.  

 

”Vi är för ett annat europeiskt samarbete än dagens EU, liksom både i dess politiska 

innehåll och hur det är konstruerat. Driver vi det bäst genom att utmana och förändra 

med andra vänsterpartier i EU eller att lämna EU? Där är min slutsats idag att den 

första vägen är mer framkomlig och bättre, och att vi också behövs tillsammans med 

andra vänsterpartier”. 

Sjöstedt’s argumentation seems to differ in comparison to Sondergaard’s. Sjöstedt is a lot more 

confident saying that the left is still as radical in their position, no matter if they ask for a 

withdrawal or not. Sondergaard seems more hesitating about this matter. Reading some of the 



29 
 

responses to Sjöstedt’s first article, Sondergaard’s perception is not unusual (see for example 

Ekman, 2018). As I wrote earlier in the methodological discussion, I was not expecting that either 

of the parties would admit to an ongoing moderation. But the data is rather clear, especially when 

it comes to Vänsterpartiet. The question of withdrawal can therefore, I believe, be regarded as a 

question on whether to become openly more moderate towards the European union or not. In this 

sense, bringing up the issue of withdrawal could be seen as a strategic action taken from the 

leadership. If Sjöstedt, too, connects the issue of withdrawal to the radical right, this will indicate 

that this important step has been taken as an outcome of the radical right.  

 

Has the radical right’s success created tensions within the left?  

These arguments are central for my hypothesis. The questions regarded both the Swedish 

Democrats’ Eurosceptic position but also Brexit. It is clear that the radical rights’ positioning has 

been of great importance for the left and for Vänsterpartiet itself. Sjöstedt articulates that the left’s 

EU-critique or resistance has lost some of its importance as an outcome of the radical right. He 

now finds it more important to fight the right extremists than to fight the European Union as such.  

 

”Jag skulle säga att det finns en stor kontinuitet i vår politik oavsett 

Sverigedemokraterna. Men i det läge som Europa är i nu, så är kampen mot rasismen 

och högerextremismen och klimatfrågan mycket mer existentiell och akut än EU-

motståndet. Om man frågar om den är överordnad, om den är viktigare, så är det 

absolut alliansen mot att besegra högerextremismen och att klara klimatfrågan som 

är viktigare”. 

 

When I asked whether Brexit had created tensions within the left parties in general, his answer 

was similar. The position against the radical right stands in direct conflict with the position against 

the EU, which goes in line with my hypothesis that the radical right has created ideological 

tensions within the left that they now have to deal with.  

 

”Ja det skulle jag säga. Kampen mot fascismen och högerextremismen är liksom 

överordnad för europeisk vänster. Det är viktigare att sluta sig samman i den och att 

vinna den, än att låtsas att vi på något sätt delar EU-kritik, för det gör vi inte. Och vi 

har heller inte samma syn på vad som är alternativet till EU. Vi gillar inte deras 

alternativ och vi gillar inte deras EU-kritik”. 

 

Lastly, Sjöstedt, too, makes a connection between the issue of withdrawal – or the issue 

of opposing the format of the EU as such – and the radical right. As the radical rights’ alternative 
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to the EU is worse than the EU itself, changing policies within the EU has to be prioritized above 

the issue of withdrawal. This is clearly a strategic positioning. As one issue must be prioritized, 

another issue has to be less so.  

 

”Jag röstade själv emot EU-medlemskapet och har aldrig ångrat det. Men jag ser ju de 

här högerextrema attackerna på EU, från Polen och Ungern och så. De är ju för 

någonting som är sämre. Det är faktiskt så, det är värre. Där måste man liksom se att 

det handlar inte bara om EU och formen utan det handlar också om politiskt innehåll”. 

 

These answers differ a bit from Enhedslisten. Sondergaard’s highest priority is to maintain 

Eurosceptic in order to –by doing so– oppose the radical right. Sjöstedt on the other hand, seems 

to view these issues as two different options where one has to be prioritized over the other. It is 

not my intent to state which policy is the most efficient one regarding the prevention of the radical 

right. My purpose is only to analyze if the radical right might have influenced the radical lefts’ 

position on the European Union, and that strategical actions have been taken in order to deal with 

these new tensions. I believe such conclusions can be drawn from these answers.  

 

6.3. Summary 

These interviews have indicated a number of things. There are indeed indications showing that 

the radical right has created tensions within the left. Sjöstedt states that the fight against the right 

extremists now has to be prioritized over the fight against the European Union. Sondergaard 

states that this is an ongoing friction within the left, where traditional economic issues -closely 

connected to their critique against the EU- are in conflict with what he calls “the fear of being seen 

as racist”, or what I would like to call, more GAL-typical values. Both parties are in the middle of 

an internal conflict between those who want to ask for a withdrawal, and those who believe that 

the European Union cannot be radically changed from within. In Vänsterpartiet, Sjöstedt has 

recently started to openly debate this issue, whereas in Enhedslisten it is still more of an internal 

conflict. Both Sjöstedt and Sondergaard are furthermore linking this discussion to the radical 

right. This discussion has most likely been built up over a time of moderation and could be viewed 

as a strategic action taken from the party elite in order to deal with new and internal tensions. By 

no longer including the question of withdrawal in the party programs, the risk of getting linked to 

the radical right diminishes. 

     An interpretation of why these two party leaders seem to draw different conclusions regarding 

their Eurosceptic positions could perhaps be linked to their country specific contexts. In Denmark, 

Danske Folkeparti is today a part of the mainstream political establishment, whereas the Sweden 

Democrats is still a rather isolated political actor. Therefore, it is possible that Enhedslisten has 
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less to fear when taking on an extreme position towards the EU. Such an interpretation shows 

how important it is to also analyze parties in their own country-specific contexts.  

 

7. Conclusion 

 

This paper has analyzed the West European radical left parties and how their skeptic position 

towards the European Union has changed over the last two decades. My main hypothesis was the 

following: as the radical right grew larger and raised the issue of European Integration more, the 

ideological tensions within the GAL-leaning left parties would grow. As a result, these parties have 

taken strategic actions to avoid splitting their member bases or voters and become more 

moderate towards the European Union. My second hypothesis regarded the radical left parties 

that did not hold strong GAL-positions. Similar tensions would not occur within these parties, and 

they would therefore afford holding a continually strong position on the EU.  

 

Descriptive analysis: Trends and correlations 

The descriptive analysis first of all showed that the radical left generally seems to have become 

more moderate towards the EU, whereas the radical right has taken on an even more extreme 

position. This overall change, I believe, has not been illustrated before in the research of 

Euroscepticism. Instead, both party families have often been analyzed as two similar actors who 

can gain equally much on a strong positioning against the European Union. 

     Furthermore, it showed that in 2014 and 2017, the radical left parties’ position on the EU 

correlated with their position on the GAL-TAN scale. More precisely, the GAL-leaning left parties 

held more positive positions towards the EU whereas the TAN-leaning left parties held more 

negative positions towards the EU. In 1999, when the radical right was still a rather unimportant 

Eurosceptic actor, no such correlation existed. This shift within the left has also not been analyzed 

in previous research. Instead, the radical left has been viewed as an Eurosceptic actor fully 

disconnected from the GAL-TAN dimension. This gives a first indication on the correlation 

between the growing radical right and the growing tensions within the left.  

     Finally, the left parties who held strong GAL-positions were also the ones who moderated their 

position towards the EU. The majority of the TAN-leaning radical left parties remained as critical 

as before. This indicates that it indeed is this two-folded positioning that makes them more likely 

to moderate their Euroscepticism.  

     Being very aware of the limitations of a descriptive analysis, I believe the most important thing 

to emphasize is that this seems to be an ongoing and changing trend within the left. Furthermore, 

this trend goes along with the theoretical motives that I have argued for. However, the change is 
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not overwhelmingly large, and we cannot draw any causal conclusions regarding the radical 

rights’ direct impact on the left.  

      

Interview analysis: Underlying mechanisms and strategic considerations 

I had the possibility to interview two central party actors in two different countries, both 

belonging to parties that held strong GAL-position and strong Eurosceptic positions. By analyzing 

two parties that seemed rather unaffected by this two-folded positioning, i.e. two least likely cases, 

I had a greater possibility to generalize my conclusions to the other GAL-leaning parties. This 

means that if the party elites indeed would state that the radical right has influenced them and 

caused tensions within their parties, other parties that seemed more influenced by this new 

political dimension would be even more likely to do so.  

     I believe such indications could be found. First, the radical right’s growing importance (and 

especially Brexit) seems to be an overall discussed issue within the left regarding their own 

Eurosceptic position. Both interviewers honestly stated that Brexit and the other radical right 

parties indeed have created problems for the left, even though they had different interpretations 

on how this issue could be solved. Sjöstedt stated that the fight against the right extremists now 

has to be prioritized over the fight against the European Union. Sondergaard stated that this is an 

ongoing friction within the left, where traditional economic issues -closely connected to their 

critique against the EU- are in conflict with what he calls “the fear of being seen as racist”.  

     Second, the question of a withdrawal was an ongoing debate within both party elites and could 

further be connected to the radical right. By no longer asking for a withdrawal, the risk to get 

linked to the radical right would diminish. This clearly states that the left party elite have had to 

make a strategic consideration, and that this strategic re-positioning would not have been 

accurate if it was not for the success of the radical right. As the party elites I have been questioning 

should be rather biased in the opposite way –underestimating the impact that the radical right 

has had on the left’s position– it is possible to say that the actual reaction from the left could be 

even larger than what they have stated.  

 

Final conclusion and discussion     

The aim for my paper was to empirically examine if the radical rights’ Euroscepticism has created 

tensions within the left, which has further pushed the left to take a strategic action towards a more 

moderate opinion on the EU.  

     One should of course be careful when drawing any far reaching conclusions. What this paper 

has shown is a general trend within the West European left parties that indicates an interesting 

and important development. But in order to state the importance of the radical right, more 

sophisticated statistical analyses must be conducted. One example of such an attempt is Meijer’s 
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(2017) research on so called “Contagious Euroscepticism”. This field of research examines the 

effect that Eurosceptic parties have had on mainstream parties’ positioning on the EU – a take that 

should function well also regarding the radical rights’ direct impact on the radical left’s EU-

positioning.  

     Furthermore, I believe more country-specific case studies are needed. I have already mentioned 

some specific concerns regarding SYRIZA in Greece and Enhedslisten in Denmark. It is reasonable 

to believe that even though the West European parties have similarities, they differ in very crucial 

ways. Therefore, understanding the context in which the radical left parties act should be highly 

relevant when wanting to understand the impact of the radical right. 

     Nevertheless, this paper has given a first indication showing that the radical right indeed has 

created problems for the left parties that hold strong GAL positions, and that strategic decisions 

to become more moderate have been taken in order to deal with these upcoming tensions. At the 

same time, the radical right parties show no tendency to become less Eurosceptic over time. This 

indicates that the radical lefts’ general Eurosceptic position is slowly being “pushed out” by the 

radical right. Knowing also that this conflict most likely has not reached its peak yet, it is 

reasonable to believe that the actual moderation should grow stronger over time. I consider this 

study to be a first step towards a better understanding of the Eurosceptic parties, that future 

research could proceed to investigate.  
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Appendix 
 

 

All analyzed Radical Left Parties  

Country Party Abbrev Party Name 
Belgium PVDA Partij van de Arbeid van België 
Denmark EL Enhedslisten 

 SF Socialistisk Folkeparti 
Finland VAS Vasemmistoliitto 
France LO/LCR Lutte Ouvrière/Ligue communiste révolutionnaire 

 PCF Parti Communiste Français 
Germany PDS/LINKE Partei des Demokratischen Sozialismus; Die Linke 

Greece DIKKI Dimokratiko Kinoniko Kinima 
 KKE Kommounistikó Kómma Elládas 
 SYRIZA Synaspismós tïs Aristerás kai tïs Proódou; 

Ireland SP (I)* Páirtí Sóisialach 
Italy PDCL Partito dei Comunisti Italiani 

 RC Partito della Rifondazione Comunista 
Luxemburg DL Déi Lénk 
Netherlands SP (N)* Socialistische Partij 

Portugal BE Bloco de Esquerda 
 CDU Coligação Democrática Unitária 

Spain IU Izquierda Unida 
 PODEMOS Podemos 

Sweden V Vänsterpartiet 
 

(See Chapel Hill Codebook 1999-2014, p. 3-14).  

*  I added (I) and (N) in order to separate Ireland’s SP and the Netherland’s SP. 
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All analyzed Radical Right Parties 

Country Party Abbrev Party Name 
Belgium FN Front National 

 VB Vlaams Blok; Vlaams Belang 
Denmark DF Dansk Folkeparti 

 FP Fremskridtspartiet 
Finland PS Persussuomalaiset 
France FN Front National 

 MPF/RPF Rassemblement pour la France/Mouvement 
Pour la France; 

Germany AFD Alternative für Deutschland 
 DVU/NPD Deutsche Volksunion; Nationaldemokratische 

Partei Deutschlands 
 REP Republikaner 

Greece ANEL Anexartitoi Ellines 
 LAOS Laïkós Orthódoxos Synagermós 
 XA Laïkós Sýndesmos—Chrysí Avgí 

Italy AN Alleanza Nazionale 
 FDL Fratelli d’Italia 
 MS Movimento Sociale Fiamma Tricolore 

Netherlands PVV Partij voor de Vrijheid 
Sweden ND Ny Demokrati 

 SD Sverigedemokraterna 

 

(See Chapel Hill Codebook 1999-2014, p. 3-14).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


