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Has Flanders Become Normal?
The Importance of Left/Right in Flemish Politics

Wouter van der Brug

University of Amsterdam

Abstract

Due to the multidimensional character of the Belgian party system, the left/right
dimension has never been as dominant in Flanders as it is in other European countries.
Consequently, electoral researchers in Flanders pay relatively little attention to the role
of left/right distances in party choice, and questionnaires for Belgian election studies do
not include items that measure left/right positions. This article argues that there are
theoretical reasons to expect that the left/right dimension has become more important
in Flanders, and it therefore takes a fresh look at the importance of left/right. It uses
European Elections Studies of 1989, 1994 and 1999. The results are somewhat
enigmatic. Unfolding analyses provide no support for the hypothesis that left/right has
become more important, yet a causal model demonstrates that left/right did become a
much stronger determinant of party preference in 1999 than it was in the preceding
years. The implications of the results are discussed against the background of recent
developments in Belgian politics. Given the strong effect of left/right distances on party
choice, more research is needed to investigate the role of left/right in electoral
behaviour and to pin down the substantive meaning of the left/right dimension.
Therefore, the article recommends including direct measures of respondents’ and
parties’ left/right positions in questionnaires for Belgian election studies.

Introduction

In most Western European countries, electoral decisions and social positions
have become increasingly independent since the 1960s. Research shows that
this decline in cleavage politics is largely compensated by an increase in policy
voting (Franklin 1992: 400). Instead of relying on social positions as a ‘cue’ in
deciding which party to vote for, the autonomous citizens vote largely on the
basis of their policy preferences (e.g, Rose & McAllister 1986; Dalton 1996).
Since left/right positions summarize positions on a large number of concrete
issues in most European countries (e.g., Fuchs & Klingemann 1990), voters
can express their policy preferences by voting on the basis of their position on
the left/right dimension. Ample evidence exists that voters in various European
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countries vote largely on the basis of their policy preferences, particularly as
summarized by ideological left/right positions (see, for example, Van der Eijk
& Franklin 1996).

Just as in other countries, Flemish voters’ party choice, particularly that of
the younger generations, has become more autonomous from their social
background (Billiet & Dobbelaerre 1985; Maddens 1994), even though
voters’ social positions continue to have a significant effect on their voting
behaviour (Swyngedouw & Beerten 1998). This decline in cleavage politics is
compensated by policy voting to a lesser extent in Flanders than in other
countries. Moreover, in 1989 and 1994 at least, electoral decisions were less
constrained by left/right ideology than in all other EU-countries (see, for
example, Van der Eijk, Franklin & Oppenhuis 1996; Van der Eijk, Franklin
& Van der Brug 1999).

Since the left/right dimension did not appear to be very important in
Flanders, it is only reasonable that Flemish scholars of electoral behaviour
should have paid little attention to it and that Belgian election studies (most
notably the studies conducted by 1sP0!) do not normally include items
pertaining to left/right positions of parties and voters. However, there are
theoretical reasons to expect that left/right has become more important in
Flanders. Therefore, this contribution takes a fresh look at the changes in the
importance of left/right in guiding the behaviour of Flemish voters. This
contribution is not intended as a criticism of the work of many other scholars
who, with the aid of 1SPO-data, have provided much insight into electoral
processes in Flanders and in the ideological dimensions that structure public
opinion (e.g., Swyngedouw et al. 1993, 1998). I will argue, however, that
greater insight into the role of ideology in voting behaviour in Flanders could
be gained if election studies were to include direct measures of left/right
positions, in addition to (and not instead of) batteries of opinion items.

To study the role of left/right in Flanders, I will use three European Election
Studies (conducted in 1989, 1994 and 1999), which make available
information about voters’ and parties’ left/right positions. Before doing so, I
will elaborate on the notion of left/right and on the theoretical reasons to expect
that left/right will become more important in Flemish politics.

2 Left/right ideology and voting

Many studies have shown that across various European systems the behaviour
of parties and voters alike has been structured largely by a left/right dimension.
This remained the dominant ideological dimension in many of these countries
until the 1990s (Fuchs & Klingemann 1990; Klingemann, Hofferbert &
Budge 1994; Van der Eijk & Franklin 1996; Hix 1999). In political
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communication among different actors (citizens, parties and the press) it is
quite common to describe policy positions in terms of ‘left’ and ‘right’. To the
extent that political actors agree about the meaning of the terms left and right,
the use of these terms facilitates political communication. Moreover, as long
as different actors agree largely about the positions of parties on a left/right
dimension, and as long as actions are constrained by such positions, future
actions of parties become more predictable (see also, North 1990b; Hinich &
Munger 1993). So, if left/right positions summarize positions on the relevant
issues, voters do not need detailed information about the concrete policies of
parties in order to make a reasoned choice (Lupia & McCubbins 1998). They
can do so by relying on left/right positions. Such an instrumental use of a left
/right typology reduces actors” information costs substantially (e.g., Downs
1957; Van der Eijk & Nieméller 1983; Van der Brug 1997).

The notion of a ‘reasoned choice’ does not imply that voters are fully
informed, or even well informed; it merely implies that they are able to predict
the consequences of their actions (Lupia & McCubbins 1998:2). In order to
use the left/right distinction to make a reasoned choice, the left/right
dimension does not need to have a fixed meaning over time, nor does it have
to have the same meaning within each country. The only requirement is that
the simple ordering of parties on the left/right dimension summarizes the main
differences among parties on the issues that are salient within a specific context.
In some contexts the left/right distinction may pertain to socio-economic
policies, whereas in others it may pertain to issues that involve individual
freedom.

These considerations have three implications, two of which are theoretical
and one of which is methodological. The first implication is that a left/right
dimension may be dominant in structuring party choice, even though other
ideological dimensions exist. As a case in point, public opinion research in the
Netherlands demonstrates that opinions on different issues are structured by
more than one ideological dimension (Middendorp 1991; Dekker, Ester &
Van den Broek 1999). Yet, it is also found that party preferences are structured
mainly by one single dimension: left/right (Tillie 1995). These findings do not
contradict each other. Because of the information costs, voters are not able to
take into account all of their opinions on all issues when they cast a vote.
Moreover, a voter who is close to a party on one ideological dimension but
distant on another, may not wish to take both into account. If most voters
decide that the left/right dimension is more important than other ideological
dimensions, then left/right structures their electoral choices. In the words of
Sartori (1976: 338): “When the citizen speaks, he may have many things to
say. But when he is coerced into casting a (...) vote, he may well have to (...)
vote for the party (...) perceived as closest on the left/right spectrum (...)”.
There is substantial evidence that this is indeed how voters reach their electoral
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decisions, at least in contexts in which these left/right positions are informative
of positions on most salient issues (Granberg & Holmberg 1988; Van der Eijk
& Franklin 1996; Van der Eijk, Franklin & Van der Brug 1999). Also Dekker,
Ester & Van den Broek (1999: 165), who have constructed three attitude scales
for the Netherlands, conclude that left/right self-placement “is most closely
connected to party preference”. The fact that Flemish parties compete on
different issues that are not structured by one single dimension (see section 3
below), is quite often interpreted to indicate that left/right is not important in
Flanders (e.g., Maddens 1994: 374-75). However, this is not necessarily true.
It is possible that in Flanders a left/right dimension is important, even though
(as in the Netherlands) public opinion is structured by more than one
ideological dimension.

The second implication is that questions regarding the most appropriate
size of the ideological space that structures voting behaviour, cannot be
answered unequivocally. Any statement about the dimensionality of an
ideological space that structures voting behaviour should be cast in relative
terms. For instance, if party choice is structured mainly by two dimensions
and issues structured by one of these dimensions become obsolete, the space
will become more unidimensional. If, on the other hand, one dimension is

predominant and a new issue comes up that does not ‘fit’ existing ideological
dimension, the space will become less unidimensional. Even when a single
left/right dimension is predominant, other issues or ideological dimensions

that do not ‘fit’ the left/right dimension will normally play a role (either for
small groups for whom these issues are important, or as tie-breakers when two
parties are equally close on the left/right dimension). How important a specific
ideological dimension is for voters can only be assessed empirically by
estimating how well positions on this dimension help to explain party choice.

The third implication is that left/right positions cannot be measured by
survey questions that do not mention the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’. This follows
from the notion that left/right will have different substantive meanings in
different political contexts. Attitude scales that are constructed on the basis of
a large set of items certainly describe voters’ opinions on all sorts of issues with
more precision than left/right positions. Yet, we can only find out how
positions on these attitude scales relate to left/right-positions if we measure
left/right positions directly, by asking people to place themselves on a left/right

continuum.
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3  Left/rightin Flanders

In most Western European democracies left/right distances between voters and
parties are the strongest predictors of party choice (see, for example, Van der
Eijk & Franklin 1996). Flanders is an exception, however. In 1989 and in
1994, left/right positions of voters had a much weaker effect on party
preferences in Flanders than it had in any other political system in Europe,
including Ireland and Northern Ireland (see Van der Eijk, Franklin &
Oppenhuis, 1996: 350; Van der Eijk, Franklin & Van der Brug, 1999: 174).

Until the mid 1960s, political conflicts in Belgium were mainly structured
by two dimensions: a religious/secular dimension and a socio-economic
dimension. In the mid 1960s, the Volksunie, a Flemish nationalist party,
gained electoral success. This party, which has rather moderate stands on socio-
economic issues, mobilized support mainly by its plea for a federalist structure
for Belgium. Regional and communitarian conflicts became increasingly
salient in Belgian politics at that period. More recently, Belgium experienced
the rise of ecologist and ultra-nationalist parties. Different ideological
complexions (greens, ultra-nationalists, Christian democrats, social democrats
and liberals) are represented by two separate parties, a Flemish one and a
francophone one. As a result, the Belgian party system has become extremely
fragmented (see, for example, Deschouwer 1996; Ackaert, De Winter &
Swyngedouw 1996). Fragmentation —i.e., the fact that citizens are represented
in parliament by many small parties — does not necessarily mean that a single
ideological dimension (such as left/right) is not dominant. In various
fragmented party systems (such as the Netherlands, France and Italy) the
left/right dimension largely structures voters” party preferences, as well as the
behaviour of parties. Therefore, fragmentation is not a good explanation for
the fact that left/right was — at least until recently — not the dominant
ideological dimension in Flanders.

A better explanation is that party positions on different conflict dimensions
do not coincide. In other multi-party systems new issues have often been
integrated into a dominant ideological dimension (Mair 1983; Silverman
1985; Laver 1989). An example is the position parties have taken on
environmental issues in different West-European countries, such as Germany
and the Netherlands. Those positions coincide almost perfectly with the way
parties are perceived by voters on a left/right scale. Yet, in Flanders this does
not seem to have been the case, at least until recently. Since the 1960s, the
Volksunie has mobilized support along the communitarian conflict
dimension, on which it was in opposition to the liberals, Christian democrats
and social democrats, but it occupied a centrist position on socio-economic
issues. The development of the Green party AGALEYV, in the 1980s, resembles
in many ways that of the Volksunie. The Greens also mobilized support on the
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basis of a new policy dimension — ecology — while occupying a centrist position
on the socio-economic dimension. The ultra nationalist Vlaams Blok, finally,
emphasized the issue of migration and initially also embraced the issue of
Flemish nationalism. In the public perception the Vlaams Blok did not have
a clear position on socio-economic issues. Moreover, it was immediately
stigmatized by all the other parties, who formed a ‘cordon sanitaire’. This term
denotes the other parties’ strategy to isolate the Vlaams Blok. All the other
parties promised never to collaborate with the Vlaams Blok. As a consequence,
migration issues did not fit in with existing ideological dimensions.

The arrival on the scene of these new parties, initiated a lively discussion
about new ideological dimensions in Flemish politics. Kitschelt & Hellemans
(1990) found evidence for the emergence of a left-libertarian versus right-
authoritarian dimension. Swyngedouw (1993) found evidence for a
materialist-postmaterialist division, and Elchardus & Pelleriaux (1998)
presented evidence for a new division in Flemish politics, a socio-cultural
dimension, in addition to a socio-economic dimension. Their findings are
confirmed by De Witte & Billiet (1999) who find a similar structure in
attitudes. Elchardus & Pelleriaux (1998) argued that the left/right dimension
taps elements of both attitude scales that they constructed. None of these
studies conducted in Flanders enables us to assess how positions on various
ideological dimensions are related to left/right, because direct measures of
voters’ and parties’ left/right positions are not available in the 1SPO datasets.

Because of differences in the wording of survey questions and in the
methods of analysis, it is difficult to summarize these findings. Three
ideological dimensions seem relevant for structuring public opinion in
Flanders. The first dimension structures conflicts about socio-economic
policies. The socialists are at one extreme of this dimension and the liberals at
the other. The second dimension structures various issues that concern
individual freedom, emancipation and the protection of the environment on
the one hand, and stricter rules to hinder migration and to fight crime on the
other. On this dimension the Vlaams Blok is at one extreme and the Greens at
the other. The communitarian conflict may be interpreted as the third
dimension, since stands on this conflict do not fit either of the other two
dimensions.

The guiding hypothesis of this paper — that the left/right dimension is
becoming more important in Flemish politics — is based on two developments
in Belgian politics. The first development is the implementation of a new
federal structure in the 1990s, which transferred power from the national level
to the regional level. These transfers met many of the demands made by the
Volksunie; demands which gave rise to the communitarian conflict. Since
these demands have largely been met, I expect the communitarian conflict to
have become less relevant to voters. Effectively, this will reduce the

312

Wouter van den Brug: The importance of left/right in Flemish politics

dimensionality of the ideological space that structures voting behaviour in
Flanders. We can expect the left/right dimension to become more important
if other dimensions decrease in salience.

This brings us to a second development that is relevant for the importance
of left/right ideology: the integration of two ‘new’ issues — immigration and
protection of the environment — into the left/right dimension. To the extent
that the main issues that form the libertarian-authoritarian dimension become
integrated in a left/right dimension, left/right will become more important for
voters. For a long time, immigration was an issue that the main parties tried
to avoid. Moreover, as a consequence of the ‘cordon sanitaire’ strategy, it was
difficult for parties to occupy intermediate positions on the issue of
immigration. Consequently, the issue of immigration did not coincide with
left/right positions. Although the cordon sanitaire is still pursued, the ‘taboo’
on the immigration issue has slowly faded. Now that immigration has become
a more widely discussed issue among all parties, positions on this issue are
apparently becoming increasingly correlated with left/right positions.
Moreover, in the election campaign of 1999, the anti-immigrant party Vlaams
Blok, which consistently mobilized support by its opposition to immigration
policies, emphasized the fact that it is a ‘right-wing nationalist’ party. Because
the Vlaams Blok has emphasized its right-wing character, we may expect two
simultaneous developments: 1) an increase in the salience of the left/right
dimension; and 2) that positions on the immigration issue become more
closely linked to left/right positions.

A similar development can be expected for the issue of environmental
protection. There is no iron logic that says that protection of the environment
is a left-wing concern. However, in various European countries left-wing
parties tend to be more concerned about environmental protection than right-
wing parties, as a consequence of which the issue of environmental protection
has become integrated in the left/right dimension. It may be too early to see
whether this is also true for Flanders, although a study conducted by Elchardus
& Pelleriaux (1998) indicates that a similar development is taking place in
Flanders. According to them, ethnocentrism and materialism/postmaterialism
are indicative of a socio-cultural dimension, and Flemish voters are ‘redefining’
left/right partially in terms of this dimension. If this is indeed the case,
left/right positions of Flemish parties will be increasingly informative of their
positions in various policy domains, including those on migration and
environmental protection. When these issues have been redefined in left/right
terms, we may certainly expect the left/right dimension to become more
important to voters.

To summarize the discussion so far, two developments lead me to expect
that left/right positions have become more informative of party politics in
Flanders: 1) the decreasing salience of the communitarian dimension; and 2)
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the increasing integration in the left/right dimension of two important issues,
environmental protection and immigration. Hence, I expect the left/right
dimension to become more important in structuring electoral behaviour.

4  Research topics

In order to analyse whether the left/right dimension has become more
important in structuring electoral behaviour in Flanders, I will look at three
phenomena that could reveal how important left/right is to Flemish voters and
how this has changed in the period 1989 to 1999. First of all, I will investigate
how voters perceive parties in left/right terms, and to what extent they agree
about these positions. If left/right becomes more important as a frame of
reference for voters, I expect that voters will increasingly agree about the
positions of parties on the left/right dimension (for a discussion of the
importance of perceptual agreement in mass-elite communication, refer to:
Converse 1975; Granberg & Holmberg 1988; Van der Brug 1997). Secondly,
I will analyse the dimensionality underneath party preferences. I expect that
preferences for most parties will be structured increasingly by one single
underlying dimension, and that party positions on this dimension will largely
coincide with left/right positions. Finally, I expect that the effect of left/right
ideological distances on party preferences will become stronger in the 1990s.

Data and indicators used

The data for this study are taken from the European Election Studies
conducted immediately following the elections for the European Parliament
of 1989, 1994 and 1999.? These were cross-section surveys using random
samples from the electorates of each of the member states of the European
Union. These surveys contain measures of left/right positions of voters and
perceptions of the positions of the main parties on this dimension. The Belgian
samples contain approximately 1,000 respondents in 1989 and 1994, and 500
respondents in 1999. Of these, the Flemish samples are 611 respondents in
1989, 586 in 1994 and 274 in 1999.% It was decided to use the European
Elections Studies because these contain measures of left/right positions of

parties and voters and they contain measures of respondents’ preferences for a
large number of political parties. Both are essential to assess changes in the
importance of left/right in electoral behaviour. A drawback of these datasets is

that they contain relatively little information about concrete issues.*

Wouter van den Brug: The importance of left/right in Flemish politics

Left/right positions of voters and parties are measured by means of a 10-
point scale with the extremes labelled ‘left’ and ‘right’. Respondents were asked
to indicate their own position on this scale as well as the position of the main
parties. In 1989 these were PVV, SP, CVP, VU and AGALEV, and in 1994 and 1999
these were VLD, SP, CVP, VU, VB and AGALEV. Party preferences were measured
by assessing the electoral attractiveness of each of the parties. Respondents were
asked to indicate for each of the parties in turn (on a scale from 1 to 10) “how
likely is it that you ‘would ever vote’ for the party in question?”. Tillie (1995)
has demonstrated that this variable measures the current electoral
attractiveness of each party. Moreover, he concludes that valid inferences can
be drawn about the determinants of party choice by analysing the
determinants of party preferences, whereas causal misattributions may occur
when only actual party choice is analysed (see also, Van der Eijk & Franklin
1996). Therefore, I will use the variable ‘probability of future vote’ as the
dependent variable when estimating the effect of left/right ideology on party
choice.

6 Results

In order to assess changes in the importance of left/right in Flemish politics, I
will focus in this section on three elements: 1) voters” perceptions of left/right
positions of parties; 2) the structure underneath party preferences; and 3) the
effect of left/right distances on party preferences.

6.1 Voters’ perceptions of left/right positions of parties

As a first step to assess the importance of left/right, I will describe how voters
perceive parties in left/right terms. Respondents in each of the three surveys
were asked to indicate for each of the parties where they perceived its position
on the left/right dimension. For each party this yields a distribution of
perceptions. To summarize these distributions two aspects will be considered:
measures of central tendency, and measures of perceptual agreement. As
discussed elsewhere in more detail, the interpolated median — which will
simply be called the median from now on — is the most appropriate measure
of central tendency (Van der Brug 1997). Figure 1 describes changes in the
medians of the perceived left/right positions of parties.
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Figure 1 Perceived lefilright positions of parties
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Figure 1 shows clearly that in 1989 the left/right division was mainly used to
distinguish between the socialist SP on the one hand and the liberal pvv, the
Christian democrats CvP and the Flemish nationalists VU on the other. The
rather new environmentalist party, AGALEV, was perceived to be in between
these two groups. Since 1994 two things have changed. First, the right side of
the spectrum, which had been rather empty, is now occupied by the ultra-
nationalist, anti-immigrant party Vlaams Blok, which explicitly presented
itself as a right-wing nationalist party in the 1999 campaign. The fact that
Vlaams Blok faces hardly any competition at the right of the political
spectrum, probably contributed largely to its recent electoral successes.
Secondly, the other right wing parties are now perceived to be closer to the
centre. This trend continues between 1994 and 1999 by which time the
left/right division provides an almost perfect graphical image of the cordon
sanitaire of the five other parties against the vB. The latter is now clearly
perceived to be an extreme-right wing party by the median respondent.

The data do not enable us to pin down the substantive meaning of the
left/right dimension in terms of concrete policy stands or values. However,
these changes in party positions suggest that the substantive meaning of
left/right was in terms of socio-economic policies in the late 1980s (the
division between socialists on the one hand and liberals and social democrats
on the other) and in terms of democratic values and immigration in the late
1990s. Although the evidence is rather circumstantial, these findings are in
line with the conclusions of Elchardus and Pelleriaux (1998), who argued that
left/right has been redefined by the Flemish electorate in terms of a social-
cultural dimension.

Figure 1 presented the median perceptions. Another important aspect of
how electorates evaluate party positions in left/right terms is the extent to
which they agree about these positions. Perceptual agreement is measured with
the coefficient A, which was developed by Van der Eijk (1998), and which is
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bound between -1 and +1 (see also: Van der Brug & Van der Eijk 1999). It
attains its minimum of -1 when half the sample places a party at the one
extreme and the other half places it at the other, i.e., a situation of maximum
disagreement. When all respondents place a party in the same category of a
rating scale the measure attains its maximum value (i.e., +1). A uniform
distribution across all 10 categories of the left/right scale yields an agreement
coefficient of 0. Figure 2 shows graphically how perceptual agreement about
the positions of parties has changed over the last decade.

Figure 2 Agreement about lefi/right positions of parties
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Three conclusions are warranted on the basis of the results in Figure 2. First,
in international perspective there is relatively little perceptual agreement about
the left/right positions of Flemish parties. Van der Brug and Van der Eijk
(1999: 138) present the average perceptual agreement about left/right
positions of parties in all EU-countries in 1994. Excluding Flanders, this ranges
from .40 (Spain) to .65 (Greece and France). In that year, the average
perceptual agreement in Flanders was .32, and for the individual parties it
ranged in the period 1989-1999 between .30 and .50. This thus confirms that
left/right is indeed a more important common cognitive ordering device in
most Western European countries than in Flanders.

A second phenomenon is that perceptual agreement increased between
1989 and 1999 for three parties, VU, VLD and VB, while it decreased for spand
cvP. Between 1989 and 1994 the perceptual agreement about the left/right
position of AGALEV increased, but it decreased again between 1994 and 1999.
These results do not support my prediction of a general increase in perceptual
agreement about the left/right positions of parties. A third aspect of the
findings in Figure 2 is that the differences between the parties in terms of
perceptual agreement are greater in 1999 than in 1989. There is substantial
consensus about the centre positions of the VU and the VLD and about the
extreme right-wing position of the vB. However, there is far less consensus
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concerning the position of the SP and AGALEV and very little agreement exists
about the position of the Cvp.

How can these changes in perceptual agreement about left/right positions
of parties be explained? A first, possible explanation is that two dimensions
underlie party politics in Flanders nowadays, and that some groups of voters
relate the substantive meaning of left/right to one dimension and other groups
relate it to the other. As a result, as long as party positions on the two
dimensions do not coincide, different voters then place the parties at different
positions. Since the European Elections Studies contain little information
about voter and party positions on concrete issues, this cannot be explored
further here. A second, possible explanation for the decreasing consensus about
the left/right positions of the CvP and SP could be internal division within the
parties (the CvP with respect to its position towards the cordon sanitaire and
the SP on welfare arrangements), or that the parties have not made their
positions very clear on many issues. Vlaams Blok, on the other hand, operates
clearly as a unitary actor and has managed to present itself as a radical right-
wing alternative to the other parties. This might not only explain why there is
so much agreement about its position, it could also explain part of its electoral
success.

The third possible explanation for changes in the degree of perceptual
agreement has to do with the political circumstances at the time of the 1999
elections. The 1999 elections brought an end to the centre-left coalition
cabinet of Flemish and francophone social democrats and Christian democrats
that had governed since 1988. Even though the governing parties were
successful in achieving some policy goals (De Winter 1999), the political
landscape was dominated in the years leading up to the 1999 elections by
political scandals and crises, for which the ruling parties were held responsible.
Perceptual agreement about the left/right positions of these parties may have
decreased because voters used the left/right scheme to a lesser extent to evaluate
those governing than to evaluate other parties. The governing parties were
evaluated on the basis of their policy record rather than their ideological
positions.

6.2 The dimensionality underlying party preferences

In the theoretical section, I hypothesized that preferences for most parties
would be structured increasingly by one single underlying dimension and that
party positions on this dimension will largely coincide with left/right positions.
The party preferences (measured with the probability of future vote items)
were analysed using an unfolding model, to assess whether a common
structure underlies these preferences. Unfolding models attempt to construct
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a single spatial representation of both persons and stimuli, in this case voters
and parties (Coombs 1964). The positions of persons and stimuli in this so-
called ‘joint space’ should be such that the distances between persons and
stimuli reflect (inversely) the empirically observed preferences of each of the
persons individually. In other words, the stronger a voter’s preference is for a
candidate, the smaller the distance is between the voter and the candidate in
the spatial representation. These relations should hold, to a satisfactory degree,
for all persons and for all parties.

An interesting aspect of such representations is that, if they can be
constructed, they indicate that all voters involved evaluate all parties to a large
degree on the basis of the same criteria. Inability to construct such a spatial
representation of the observed preferences can indicate several things. It may,
first of all, signify that not all parties are evaluated on the same criteria. This
would be the case if, for instance, voters evaluated the Volksunie on the basis
of its position on communitarianism and the other parties by their positions
on socio-economic issues. Secondly, inability to construct a joint space may
signify that voters do not have (to a sufficient degree) the same perceptions of
parties. Suppose, for example, that party preferences are based on left/right
positions, but voters perceive parties to be at very different positions on the
left/right dimension, then it will not be possible to construct a joint scale.
Finally, when no scale can be constructed, this may also signify that preferences
given by individual voters are not based on the same criteria. Suppose half of
the respondents bases their preferences for all parties on the socio-economic
dimension, whereas the other half bases their preferences on socio-cultural
issues, then it will not be possible to construct a joint space.

Given the number of stimuli (parties) for which preferences were measured,
it only makes sense to investigate the extent to which preferences for these
candidates can be represented in unidimensional spa(:es.S This section reports
results from the unfolding algorithm MUDFOLD.® MUDFOLD is capable of
analysing preferences that are measured with multi-categorical rating scales,
and is thus well suited for the ‘probability of future vote’ items, which are 10-
point rating scales. Another advantage of MUDFOLD over other available
programmes is that it provides a goodness-of-fit measure — the H-coefficient
—which can be used to evaluate the strength of the scale. However, possible
changes over time in the strength of the H-coefficients must be evaluated with
caution, because the magnitude of this coefficient depends upon the unknown
distribution of stimuli (parties) as well as persons (voters) on the latent
dimension. ‘H’ attains an upper limit of 1 if the constructed scale represents
the data perfectly, without any violations. If, on the other hand, a proposed
scale yields as many violations with empirical observations as would occur with

statistical independence of the stimuli, H is 0.7
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Table 1  Results of unfolding analyses (scale coefficients H) and rank-order correlations
between party positions and median positions of parties on lefilright.

Order of Par-  H-coeffi- Order of Par-  H-coeffi- Order of Par-  H- coeffi-

tiesin 1989 cient tiesin 1994 cient tiesin 1999 cient

SR 0.58 SP 0.51 SP 0.46

AGALEV 0.49 AGALEV 0.41 CvP 0.46

VU 0.53 CVP 0.43 AGALEV 0.47

CVP 0.53 VLD 0.44 VLD 0.44

PVV 0.51 VU 0.47 VU 0.47

VB 0.54 VB 0.45

Scale 0.53 0.46 0.46
Spearman’s Rho 0.90 0.83 0.71

Table 1 presents the results of the best MUDFOLD scales that could be formed
on the basis of the party preferences for 1989, 1994 and 1999. These results
demonstrate four things. The first is that moderately strong unidimensional
scales can be constructed for all three election years. In other words, preferences
for these parties are structured mainly by one common ideological dimension.
The second observation is that the value of the scale coefficient H has become
slightly lower in each successive year, which runs counter to the theoretical
expectation that this structure would have become stronger in the last decade.
The differences are too small to draw the conclusion that the structure became
weaker, but the analyses certainly provide no evidence in favour of the
hypothesis. The third observation is that the relationship between party
positions on the unfolding scale and perceived left/right positions of parties
has also decreased in strength. The final observation is that the dimension
underlying party preferences is not stable. The Volksunie has moved more to
the right and Agalev has moved to the centre.

Three general conclusions can be drawn from the results in Table 1. The first
conclusion is that in Flanders party preferences are structured predominantly
by a single latent dimension. This appears to run counter to the conclusions
generally found in Flemish electoral research, that party choice in Belgium is
structured by multiple ideological dimensions (e.g., De Witte & Billiet 1999).
Apparently voters do not take into account all these dimensions equally when
deciding which party to vote for. Given the magnitude of the rank-order
correlation Rho between party positions on the unfolding dimension and
left/right positions of parties, the single dimension underlying party
preferences may be labelled left/right for all practical purposes.

The second conclusion is that these analyses do not support the hypothesis
that left/right has become more important in Flanders during the last decade.
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In fact, on the basis of this evidence the opposite appears to be the case.
However, it is dubious to compare the strength of H-coefficients over time,
since these depend upon the distributions of respondents on the underlying
dimension.

The third conclusion is that the nature of the structure underlying party
preferences has changed over the last decades. Given the fact that Volksunie
and Vlaams Blok are located together at one extreme of the scale in 1994 and
1999, it appears that elements of Flemish Nationalism still constitute
important elements of this latent dimension. The centrist position of the
Greens suggests that environmentalism is not an important discerning
element.

6.3 Determinants of party preferences

In this quest to determine (changes in) the importance of left/right in Flemish
electoral behaviour, the final aspect to be investigated is the effect of left/right
on party choice. Rational choice theory predicts that voters compare their own
left/right position with those of all parties and that their preferences for parties
are inversely related to the perceived distances (Downs 1957). However, in
order to draw valid inferences about the effect of left/right ideology, other
variables that affect electoral decisions and that are correlated with ideological
positions need to be taken into account. Although scholars differ in the
importance they attribute to different independent variables, the relevant
literature tells us that we should control for the following variables: social class
and income (e.g., Nieuwbeerta & Ultee 1999), religion (e.g., Swyngedouw &
Beerten 1998; Elchardus & Pelleriaux 1998), and party size (e.g., Van der Eijk,
Franklin & Van der Brug 1999; Van der Brug, Fennema & Tillie 2000). Party
size is a proxy measure of political power. It affects party choice, because it taps
the pragmatic consideration of voters that a larger party is more likely to realize
its objectives than a smaller party, and this makes larger parties more
attractive.®

As argued in Section 5, the determinants of party choice will be analysed by
taking the probability of a future vote for each of the parties as the dependent
variable. Since this variable is measured on a 10-point scale, it can be used as
the dependent variable in linear regression. I will do analyses for each of the
parties separately, but the patterns of party choice will also be analysed for all
parties simultaneously with the use of a ‘stacked matrix’ (e.g., Stimson 1985).
The simultaneous analysis of preferences for a set of parties allows for the
inclusion of party characteristics, such as party size, in the analyses. In order
to test the effects of the various independent variables on party preferences for
a number of parties simultaneously, linear transformations of the independent
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variables are needed. The procedures by which the independent variables are
transformed, as well as the creation of the stacked matrix is described in detail
elsewhere (Van der Eijk & Franklin 1996; Van der Brug, Fennema & Tillie
2000). To test the effects of religion, social class, and income, these
independent variables were transformed. As a consequence, the effects of these
variables are by necessity positive. Left/right distances are the individually
perceived distances between each respondent and each of the respective parties.
The proportion of seats in parliament is used as a measurement for party size.

Table 2 Results of multiple regressions to determine party preferences (beta’s)

1989 1994 1999
Left/right distance -.256 -.260 -.400

Social class and income : .199 .162

Religion

Party size

Adjusted R-square

Table 2 describes the results of three multiple regressions — one for each of the
three election years — to estimate the effects of the various determinants of
party preferences. In all three years, left/right distance is the strongest single
predictor of party preferences. This is very much in line with the results of the
unfolding analyses, which showed that party preferences were structured
mainly by a single left/right dimension in these years. Table 2 shows also that
the effect of left/right distance is much stronger in 1999 than during the
previous two elections.

The results in Table 2 show that the effects of social class and income as well
as the effect of religion on party preferences have decreased slightly in this
period. Contrary to most political systems, party size is not an important
determinant of party preferences in the Flemish context, at least not in 1989
and in 1999. This does not come as a surprise. Party size is a proxy measure of
political power. Pragmatic voters are expected to prefer a more powerful party
to a less powerful one, because the former is more likely to achieve its
objectives. The Belgian party system is so fragmented that even the larger
parties have little power. In such a context, party size is apparently not a salient
consideration for voters. Some of the changes in the strength of the beta’s
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presented in Table 2 may be due to the fact that different sets of parties are
included in the three analyses. Therefore, Table 3 shows — for each of the
parties separately, as well as for all parties simultaneously — to what extent
preferences can be explained by socio-economic positions (social class, income

and religion) and by left/right distances in 1989, 1994 and 1999.

Table 3 Variance explained (R2-Adjusted) in preferences for parties by socio-economic
variables and by ideological distances

PVV/VLD CVP SP VU AGALEV VB all parties

Socio-economic model
1989 .066 2363 it .038 . .118

1994 .053 176

1999

Left/right distances
1989

The results show that the cleavage model does not provide a good explanation
of individual differences in party preferences. It only provided a relatively good
explanation for preferences for the CvP in 1989. But the support for this party
‘depillarized’ rapidly in the last decade. Swyngedouw and Beerten (1998) have
concluded that the effect of cleavages is quite stable. Given the rapid decrease
in explanatory power for preferences for the CvP, as well as the low proportions
of explained variance of the cleavage model, their conclusion should be taken
with a pinch of salt. The effect of the cleavage model is indeed rather stable,
but the model provides a rather poor explanation of electoral preferences (see
also, Franklin 1992).

When looking at the results for all parties simultaneously (last column in
Table 3), the analyses show that the effect of cleavages decreases slightly, while
the effect of left/right distances increased. Between 1989 and 1994 there is no
notable change in the effect of left/right distance, but between 1994 and 1999
the increase is rather remarkable. If we look at the different parties separately,
it can be seen that the increase in the magnitude of the effect of left/right is not
monotonous over time for each party. However, for all six parties the effect of
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left/right distance is stronger in 1999 than at the times of the previous two
elections. In general, therefore, we can conclude that by 1999 left/right
distance had become a quite powerful predictor of party preferences.

7  Conclusions and discussion

Party conflicts as well as public opinion in Flanders have been structured by a
number of separate ideological dimensions (e.g., Swyngedouw 1993;
Deschouwer 1996; De Witte & Billiet 1999). As a result of the multi-
dimensionality of the ideological space that structures public opinion, the
left/right dimension has never become as dominant in Flanders as it is in other
European countries. Therefore, it is only natural that electoral researchers in
Flanders have paid relatively little attention to the role of left/right distances
in party choice. The decision not to include items that measure left/right
positions of parties and respondents in Belgian Election studies — items that
are nowadays included in national election studies in most European countries
— is a rather obvious one. However, there is a drawback to this, namely that
changes in the importance of left/right are not easily visible to students of
voting behaviour in Belgium. This article argued that there are theoretical
reasons to expect that left/right has become more important in Flanders, and
it therefore took a fresh look at the importance of left/right.

The main conclusion from this article is that left/right is important in
structuring electoral behaviour in Flanders. In fact, given the evidence
presented here, we have to conclude that the significance of left/right in
Flemish politics is generally underestimated. Unfolding analyses demonstrated
that Flemish voters’ party preferences were structured mainly by a single
dimension in 1989, 1994 and 1999. In all three years, the ordering of parties
on this dimension closely resembles their left/right positions. However, the
ordering of parties on the dominant dimension has changed over the years,
and the linkage with left/right positions of parties has weakened. Regression
analyses showed, on the other hand, that left/right distances have become a
substantially stronger predictor of party preferences. How can this apparent
contradiction be explained?

My explanation is that the breakthrough of the Vlaams Blok has had two
consequences for the importance of left/right. First of all, it altered voters’
perception of the substantive meaning of the left/right dimension, which
became defined partially in terms of the migration issue (for an in depth
discussion of such changes in the character of left/right, see Silverman 1985).
These findings thus support the conclusions of Elchardus & Pelleriaux (1998),
who argue that Flemish voters have ‘redefined’ left/right partially in terms of
a socio-cultural dimension, which structures postmaterial attitudes as well as
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attitudes towards immigrants. Secondly, Vlaams Blok explicitly presented itself
as a right-wing nationalist party in the 1999 campaign. As is shown in Figure
2, in 1999 voters agreed much more than before about the right-wing
character of the Vlaams Blok. Tillie en Fennema (1998) demonstrated that a
similar development occurred for the Dutch Centrumdemocraten in the
1980s and early 1990s. The breakthrough of the Vlaams Blok, in combination
with its emphasis on its right-wing character, lead to a significant polarization
of the party system, which in turn increased the salience of the left/right
dimension. As a consequence of the increasing salience, left/right distances
have become a more important determinant of party choice.

As a result of the changes in the substantive meaning of left/right, and as a
result of changes in positions of parties with respect to welfare arrangements,
five parties (VLD, CVP, SP, AGALEV and VU) have, in the public’s perception,
moved to very similar positions on the left/right dimension (see Figure 1)s
When parties are located at very similar positions on the left/right dimension,
they will be about equally attractive to those voters who take left/right into
consideration. Any differences in the attractiveness of parties with similar
positions on left/right will then be due to other aspects. It is for this reason that
left/right became a stronger predictor of party preferences, whereas the
unfolding analyses (in which party positions are computed on the basis of
differences in the attractiveness of stimuli) did not demonstrate an increase in
the importance of left/right.

Given the fact that left/right has become a stronger predictor of party
preferences, there is every reason to include questions about left/right positions
of parties and voters in the ISPO-questionnaires. These questions should not
replace the batteries of public opinion items that are now included, but should
be included in addition to those items. This would enable students of electoral
behaviour to link positions on the left/right dimension to positions on
concrete issues, and thus to assess how different groups of voters interpret this
dimension substantively.

It is beyond doubt that many significant differences between parties, as well as
many opinions of voters on various issues, cannot be represented accurately by
positions on a left/right dimension. On the other hand, voters are unable to take
into account all dimensions of party conflict and all of their positions on all issues.
This is because they lack the information and their choice would become too
complex. When casting a vote, voters need to simplify their choice. In most
Western European countries voters use left/right as a cognitive device to arrive at
a reasoned choice. This contribution has demonstrated that the Flemish
electorate voted largely in the same way in 1999. Even though it would be
premature to draw conclusions about long-term developments from one election,
the evidence of 1999 may indicate that Flanders is indeed ‘becoming normal’.
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Notes

1. The abbreviation ISPO stands for “Interuniversitair Steunpunt Universitair
Opinieonderzoek”.

2. These studies are extensively documented on the European Elections Studies’
website (hetp://www2.trincoll.edu/ ~-mfrankli/EES.htm). This site not only describes
the surveys, but also contains an extensive list of publications emanating from these
studies.

3. The data for 1989 and 1994 are available for secondary analysis from the Inter-
University Consortium for Political and Social Research and various European
archives; the data for 1999 will be released in 2001. In all analyses in this article, the
units of analysis are weighted in such a way that the samples reflect the results of the
1989, 1994 and 1999 European elections.

4. This is due to the fact that the European Elections Studies focuses on data
comparativeness. This is gained at the expense of detailed information about topical
issues in each country.

5. Multi-dimensional spatial representations would pose so few restrictions on the
data that very different configurations would all fit the data perfectly, which implies
that they would be trivial. Unidimensional representations of 3 or more stimuli will not
necessarily fit well, so that if they do fit, a relevant empirical result has been attained.

6. MUDFOLD is distributed by ProGAMMA, P.O. Box 841, 9700 AV
Groningen, The Netherlands, see also HTTP://WWW.GAMMA.RUG.NL.

7. According to Van Schuur (1988, 1993) an H-coefficient smaller than 0.30
indicates insufficient structure in the data to justify treating the individual items as
indicators of a single latent dimension. H coefficients of between 0.30 and 0.40
indicate a weak unfolding scale; between 0.40 and 0.50 a medium scale; and above
0.50 a strong scale. All analyses presented here are conducted on the basis of 10-point
rating scales that measure the electoral attractiveness of each party to each respondent.
For these analyses all respondents with identical preferences for all parties were

excluded from the analyses, because their response patterns cannot reject the

hypothesis that a unidimensional latent structure underlies party preferences. As a
consequence, the analyses are based on 478 respondents in 1989, 468 respondents in
1994 and 264 respondents in 1999. The analyses were conducted with the Windows
version of MUDFOLD 4.0.

Wouter van den Brug: The importance of left/right in Flemish politics

8. To some readers the result that party size is a strong predictor of party preference
may seem a trivial conclusion in the sense that large parties naturally attract more voters
than small parties. This is not the case, however. These studies show that party size is
a strong predictor of party preference sui generis. Many people prefer —within certain
limits — political power to ideological affinity. In that respect nothing succeeds like
success. Many voters are political pragmatists rather than political idealists (refer also
to Tillie [1995] for a discussion on the interpretation of the effect of party size on party

preference).
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