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To the editor:

ATTITUDES TOWARD EUROPE AND REFERENDUM VOTES: A RESPONSE TO SIUNE AND SVENSSON

In their article in Electoral Studies (volume 12 number 2) of June 1993, Karen Siune and Palle Svensson argue that, during the run-up to the Danish referendum on the Maastricht Treaty in May 1992, the development of opinion leading to the ultimate rejection of the treaty was due to the Danish people's reluctance to follow the advice of their usual party "if this advice is contrary to their own point of view" (1993:106).  This is an important finding, for it suggests that the public is more knowledgeable, attentive and informed than is generally assumed, even about issues that are outside what is generally considered to be their sphere of competence.  Although the suggestion is in line with recent findings that the 'minimalist' view of the quality of public opinion was overdrawn (Snider​man, Brody and Tetlock, 1991) and that public opinion can change in quite rational ways as circumstances change (eg. Carmines and Stimson, 1989; Peffley and Hurwitz, 1992; Wlezien and Goggin 1993), it takes us beyond what has so far been established.

However, before we conclude that a new level of rationality was shown by the Danish public in 1992, we should consider the possibility of a more prosaic explanation.  In domains of low salience, such as foreign policy, we might expect opinions to be coupled to those in domains of high salience, such as governments' handling of the economy.  Indeed, this expectation was spelled out in regard to European attitudes by Ronald Inglehart as long ago as 1971 when he suggested that opinions about Europe would be easily overlaid by short-term national considerations (Inglehart, 1971).  Perhaps, after all, the Maastricht referendum in Denmark was really a referendum on the performance of the national government.
Table 1 shows the relationship between government approval and support for the Maastricht treaty in all three countries in which referenda were held in 1992, and displays a striking similarity in the association between the two variables in each of the three countries.  Even in Denmark, the overwhelming majority of those who supported the government voted 'yes'.  The percentages are the same to within 5 per cent in the other two countries.  Amongst those unhappy with the performance of the government, a majority voted 'no', again with remarkable similarities between the percentages in the different countries.  What was very different in the three countries was the degree of approval of the government in the first place.  In Ireland, a new cabinet under a new prime minister was still enjoying a honeymoon of sorts with over half of all voters giving it their approval; and in Ireland the referendum passed by a handsome margin.  Not so in France where Mitterrand had been very unpopular for some time.  In Denmark too, the government of the day was out of public favor.  This degree of coupling between attitudes on the treaty and domestic political concerns strongly suggests that in none of these countries did the public make up its mind about the treaty based on its assessment of the treaty itself.

        Table 1  Referendum support by government support 

                           Approved of     Disapproved of

                           Government      Government  

        DENMARK*           -----------     ---------- 

              YES %            84              32

               NO %            16              68    

                N             468             889

        FRANCE**

              YES %            79              35

               NO %            21              65 

                N             930            1801

        IRELAND***

              YES %            82              43

               NO %            18              57

                N             391             346

        --------------------------------------------------

         SOURCES: MRBI June 15th; SOFRES Exit poll;  Danish

         post-referendum study.

           * Supporter of governing party

          ** Approved of Mitterrand

         *** Approved government performance 

The only thing standing in the way of this explanation is Siune and Sven​sson's assertion that "a large number of people turned against the advice of their party at the referendum" (1993:102).  If Maastricht was so lacking in salience as to yield the coupling shown above, why did voters not respond to the appeals of their parties?  Siune and Svensson, in our view, themselves provide a perfectly reasonable explanation: there was variation in support for Maastricht among party leaders such that some parties were internally divided (1993:102).[2]  In Denmark, as in other European countries, the party system originated in years before European unification came onto the political agenda and has not adapted to the need to represent positions for and against greater European unity.  Consequently many nominally pro-European parties are in fact split on the issue, with a vociferous minority even of elected representatives often expressing strong opposition to their party's stand.  Indeed it is to be expected that the only pro-European parties that would be able to effectively silence internal dissention in a referendum would be governing parties - those responsible for negotiating the treaty in the first place.  Other parties, even if nominally in favor of the treaty, will have had trouble disciplining supporters who wished to attack the policy of a political adversary.

This supposition is hard to test directly (though newspaper accounts of the referendum campaigns in Denmark, France and Ireland yield anecdotal evidence) but an indirect test can be constructed by dividing parties into those that were unambiguously against the treaty, those in favor of the treaty (but internally divided) and governing parties (whose internal divisions can be expected to have been suppressed).  Table 2 shows that in each of the three countries where referenda were held, while parties that opposed the treaty were successful in mobilizing support against it parties that favored the treaty differed widely in the extent to which they were able to mobilize support in favor.  The most successful in this regard were governing parties, whereas other parties nominally in favor of the treaty enjoyed less success.  This is consistent with the supposition that other pro-treaty parties were sending mixed messages to their supporters; and with so many parties presumably sending mixed messages, it is hardly fair to speak of their supporters as ignoring the advice of their parties.

        Table 2  Party choice by referendum vote in Denmark, France and

                 Ireland: governing, pro-treaty and anti-treaty parties

       IRELAND       %YES      FRANCE %YES      DENMARK      %YES

       ------------------      -----------      -----------------

       Governing parties
       Fianna Fail     78      PS       84      Agrarian Lib  89

       Prog Dem        70                       Conservative  79

       Other pro-treaty parties
       Fine Gael       65      UDF      68

       Labour          59      Verts    51      Center        68

                               RPR      37      Social Lib    64

                                                Chr People's  55

                                                Soc Dem       33

       Anti-treaty parties
       Others          23      PCF      11      Progress      33

                               FN       10      Soc PP        21

       ALL             64               51                    49

       ---------------------------------------------------------

       SOURCE: MRBI June 15th; SOFRES Exit poll; Danish post-

       referendum study.

Our own explanation for the outcome of the 1992 Danish referendum thus receives prime facie support.  Table 1 showed that in the three countries holding referenda in that year, what was supposed to be an exercise in public legitimation of foreign policy turned out to be largely an exercise in public legitimation (or in Denmark the reverse) of the makers of that policy.  Since this is the normal way in which foreign policy has been legitimized in Europe, it is hardly surprising that we should find the same pattern here.  Why should voters have suddenly been expected to do more then show their trust (or distrust) for the government of the day?  Indeed, Siune and Svensson find a strong relationship between trust and vote (1993:109), but they interpret this finding quite differently.  In the light of our own interpretation, the remarkable thing about the referenda of 1992 is not that the Danes said 'no' but that they said 'no' by such a small margin - and that the French said 'yes'.

A final piece of evidence in support of our contention, which could not have been known to Siune and Svensson, is to be found in the circumstances of the 1993 rerun of the Danish referendum.  By this time, it is true, the Danes had obtained concessions in the application of the treaty to Denmark.  However, the Danish people appear to have been remarkably ignorant about the details.  One 1993 post-referendum poll reported that of those Danes who voted, only 17 per cent knew about the Edinburgh concessions and only 2 per cent could name the four opt-out clauses (Irish Times, May 15th 1993).  Someone evidently had to interpret these concessions to the voters and assure them that it was now safe to vote 'yes'.  Since this is a role that is traditionally played by governments, it is surely of the utmost significance that, during the period since the first referendum, an unpopular government (which had proved ineffective in disarming sentiment against the treaty) had been replaced by a much more popular government that was apparently able to translate its support into votes in favor of the treaty.

If our interpretation of the Danish referenda outcomes in 1992 and 1993 is correct, how do we reconcile this with Siune and Svensson's finding (1993:105) that opinions on the treaty matched opinions about the the extent to which respondents wanted European union to go beyond economic integration?  Such a reconciliation is not difficult.  That voters should have attitudes consistent with their votes is nothing new and proves nothing about the direction of causality.  Those who voted against the treaty will not have found it hard to report consistent views about the extent to which they wanted only economic integration.  Exactly the same relationship might well be found to have held in 1993, but this would not mean that changes in opinion about the desirability of unification will have led to changes in opinion about the treaty: quite the reverse.  Those who became reconciled to the treaty under the tutelage of a more popular government may also have become reconciled to the concomitants in terms of European unification; but finding this to be the case will prove nothing.  Finding that it is not the case, however, could provide a critical test of our thesis.

In the absence of such a test, the most telling evidence against Siune and Svensson's assertion - that rejection of the treaty in 1992 was the consequence of opinions about the extent to which European union should proceed - is to be found in their admission (1993:109-10) that there was no systematic effect of level of information on the relation between peoples' attitudes to integration and their vote in the 1922 referendum.  If attitudes towards Europe had been the cause rather than the consequence of support for the treaty then (especially if the general level of ignorance about Maas​tricht in 1992 was anything like that demonstrated in 1993) those who were best informed about the treaty should have been those most likely to bring their votes into conformity with their attitudes; but this did not happen.

NOTES

1. We are grateful to Roland Cayrol, Andrew Appleton and Torben Worre for providing us with French and Danish opinion poll data.

2. Siune and Svensson only mention one party as being divided, the CPP; but we find this hard to credit on the basis of our own reading of newspaper coverage (admittedly not in Danish) of the referendum campaign.
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