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Abstract 

Over the last decades political science literature hypothesized the formation of a new cleavages triggered by the 

globalization, denationalization, European Union (EU) integration and the migration crises and opposing those 

who supports a higher degree of transnational integration in political, cultural and economic terms (i.e. 

integrationists) and who resists to this trend in favour of a restoration of national sovereignty and identity (i.e. 

demarcationist). The existence of this division has been so far tested by looking at the supply side of the political 

competition. Here we argue that a political conflict in order to be qualified as a cleavage needs the presence of 

structural anchorage at the individual level. Furthermore, we claim that in the study of the formation of a new 

political cleavage, the critical junctures that are supposed to trigger the transformation should be also integrated 

analytically and methodologically into the modelling. Our results show the absence of a structural anchorage of 

the transnational cleavage. In this respect, we advocate to refer to the conflict among demarcationists and 

integrationists as a transnational divide, rather than a transnational cleavage. 

 

1. Introduction1 

In the last decade, the research on political cleavages witnessed a renaissance. Various authors suggested 

that the globalization, denationalization, European Union (EU) integration and the migration crises 

triggered the development of a new transnational cleavage confronting who favours and who contrasts 

the processes of political, economic and cultural supranational international integration (Bornschier 2010; 

Hooghe and Marks 2018; Hutter and Kriesi 2019; Kriesi 2010). Despite a growing interest in the process 

of political mobilization of the transnational cleavages, the pieces of evidence signalling its structural 

embedding are still rather scarce (but see Bornschier et al. 2021; Dolezal and Hutter 2012; Hooghe and 

Marks 2021; Lachat and Dolezal 2008). Furthermore, the existing studies focus on a limited period, and 

they are usually restricted to a small set of European countries.  

 
 

 

1 We would like to thank all the participants to the ProConEU project, and in particular Hermann Schmitt and 
Daniela Braun for their thoughtful suggestions and wholehearted support to this research effort. Last but not least, 
we would also like to thank Julian Leiser for his excellent research assistance in the party classification workflow.  
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Against this backdrop,  the paper builds on the classic literature on cleavage theory (Bartolini and 

Mair 1990; Lipset and Rokkan 1967a), investigating whether the alleged transnational cleavage is 

anchored on structural factors, assessing if their strength evolved over time (Bartolini 2005a). Here, we 

share a classic perspective on cleavage research, suggesting that in order to be defined as a “cleavage” a 

political conflict should show structural (i.e., socio-demographic & contextual), normative (i.e., 

attitudinal), and institutional (i.e. political mobilization) dimensions (Bartolini and Mair 1990). In this 

respect, no research has yet explored the structural dimension of the transnational cleavage, casting doubt 

about the nature of this conflict: is the transnational cleavage a cleavage, after all?  

Through a longitudinal and comparative research design, combining different waves of the 

European Election Study (EES) (1989-2014) and the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) 

(1996-2021), we assess the alleged existence of the transnational cleavage across different European 

countries. Our paper studies across thirty years the impact of the structural factors in the voting for the 

parties mobilizing the transnational cleavage. Furthermore, we classify political parties on the 

demarcationist vs. integrationist conflict on the basis of a novel coding scheme, implemented using 

Comparative Manifesto Project (MARPOR) and Euromanifesto data. We run our analysis both looking 

at national and European Parliament (EP) elections. We decide to focus on two different arenas because 

is not that easy to decide which represents the best observation point to assess the birth of the 

transnational cleavage. Indeed, on the hand, we might argue that the European elections, being formally 

unrelated to the process of national government formation, should provide voters with a higher degree 

of freedom in their vote choice (Reif and Schmitt 1980). On the other hand, political parties might over-

emphasise EU issues in their manifesto for the EP election and thus they may look more integrationist 

than they actually are. 

The paper contributes to the literature on cleavage theory both on a theoretical and an empirical 

level. On the one hand, we consider the agency of political parties in encouraging patterns of structural 

voting (Deegan-Krause and Enyedi 2010) and in this respect, we provide a novel operationalization of 

integrationist and demarcationist parties. On the other hand, we provide the first longitudinal scrutiny 

on the existence of the transnational cleavage across European countries, investigating its (alleged) full-

fledged nature by inspecting the presence of structural features. Our findings reveal that, at the individual 

level, there are no signs of an increase in relevance of the structural anchorage in the formation of cleavage 

in supporting demarcationist vs. integrationist parties. Despite other studies that convincingly found the 

existence of a division of the political space at the party level (Hooghe and Marks 2018; Kriesi et al. 2006), 

at the individual level we do not register the formation of a stable structural anchorage. In this respect, 
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we conclude our study by suggesting that the political conflict between integrationists and demarcationists 

should be indicated as a transnational “divide” rather than a transnational cleavage.  

In the next section, we clarify our understanding of the concept of cleavage. The third section 

reviews the contributions of the transnational cleavage, while the fourth section underlines what we still 

don’t know about the structural anchorage of this cleavage introducing a set of hypotheses.  The fifth 

and the sixth sections present our data and the operationalization of the integrationist and demarcations 

parties and then discuss our modelling. Finally, section seventh presents the main results of the research 

and the conclusion traces the broader implication for the field of cleavage research.  

 

2. On the concept of cleavage 

The seminal study by Lipset and Rokkan (1967) theorized a nexus among the structural social differences, 

the mobilization process and the political divisions. In brief, the authors suggested that the modification 

of the social structure provoked by the national building process (XV century) and the industrial 

revolution (XVIII century) (i.e., critical junctures) created the pre-conditions for the following politicization 

– and stabilization – of the political conflicts in Europe.  

From this seminal contribution, research on cleavages mainly focused on the role of social-

structural factors in shaping voting behaviour (Rose and Urwin 1969). This state of the art developed 

upon an untold ambiguity on the meaning of the concept of cleavage. Indeed, several pieces of research, 

following a certain sociological determinism, linked social stratification with the patterns of voting 

behaviour and partisan alignment. In this debate, Giovanni Sartori heavily criticized such a reductionism 

signalling how (structural) cleavages are not by default destined to escalate into political cleavage (Sartori 

1969: 4). The crucial point, already present in Lipset and Rokkan's analysis (1967:27), is that the 

politicization of a conflict must be mediated by a process of identity formation and following political 

mobilization. These ambiguities are linked to the fact that Lipset and Rokkan did not provide a clear 

definition of the concept of cleavage. The most convincing and accepted definition has been provided 

by Bartolini and Mair2 (1990) suggesting that a cleavage essentially incorporates three dimensions: “an 

empirical element, which identifies, the empirical referent of the concept, and which we can define in 

 
 

 

2 The literature provided also definition of cleavage that de-emphasized the importance of the structural dimension 
in the process of cleavage formation (Enyedi 2005). Still, Bartolini & Mair (1990) constitutes the main point of 
reference on all the elaborations on the transnational cleavage’s concept. 
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social-structural terms; a normative element, that is the set of values and beliefs which provides a sense 

of identity and role to the empirical element and which reflect the self-consciousness of the social 

group(s) involve; and an organizational/behavioural element, that is the set of individual interactions, 

institutions, and organizations, such as political parties, which develop as part of the cleavage” (1990: 

199).  

This reconceptualization of cleavage is paramount for at least two reasons: i) it stresses the causal 

arrow moving from societal structural transformation to the formation of political conflict and ii) it 

defuses the sociological determinism, problematizing the relationship between the socio-structural 

variables and voting behaviour. From this definition derives that societal divisions do not 

deterministically evolve into full-fledged political cleavages. Indeed, a social division is a necessary but not 

sufficient condition for the process of cleavage formation. Society is divided by a myriad of social 

divisions that can be based on gender, education, income, working sector etc. However, in order to 

become a cleavage, a structural division must be socialized, internalised, and ultimately politicized by an 

entrepreneur that is mobilizing it. In other words, there is not a deterministic fate in the process of 

cleavage formation. The agency here is eminently political and, in this respect, the political organizational 

phase of mobilization should be preceded by a phase of (group) identity formation (Bartolini 2004). 

These remarks on cleavage definition are important because they allow us to discern between 

cleavages and other forms of political division. As brilliantly summarized by Kevin Deegan-Krause 

(2006), scholars should employ the term cleavage only for pointing at the simultaneous presence of 

structural, organizational, and normative divisions, otherwise, they will provide a very weak intension to 

the cleavage concept. In this respect, a division of the political space that lacks a structural anchorage but 

that reveals the combination of an attitudinal (i.e., normative) component that is politicized by political 

parties should be defined as a political divide, rather than as a full-fledged cleavage. 

 

3. The transnational cleavage 

Before discussing the contributions of the literature on transnational cleavage, it is important to stress a 

terminological remark. Several authors have used different terms to indicate a similar phenomenon: the 

consolidation of the second dimension of political competition stimulated by the processes of EU 

integration, globalization, and de-nationalization. A plethora of labels have been attached to the poles of 

this division: libertarianism vs. authoritarianism (Kitschelt 1994), integration vs. independence (Hix 1999; 

Hix and Lord 1997), GAL vs. TAN (Hooghe et al. 2002), demarcation vs. integration (Kriesi et al. 2006, 

2008, 2012), libertarian-universalistic vs. traditionalist-communitarian (Bornschier 2010; Bornschier et al. 
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2021); universalism vs. particularism (Beramendi et al. 2015) and cosmopolitan vs communitarian (Teney, 

Lacewell, and De Wilde 2014). Finally, Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks label this (potential) new cleavage 

as transnational cleavage (2018: 138), arguing that: “[It] has as its focal point the defence of national 

political, social, and economic ways of life against external actors who penetrate the state by migrating, 

exchanging goods or exerting rule”. In this paper we adhere to their conceptualization, which presents 

two main advantages: 1) it implies that the trigger of the cleavage is rooted into three interconnected – 

and perhaps overlapping – phenomena: globalization, EU integration and increase migration in-flows; 2) 

it suggests that the new cleavage is not confined into a single country (or a group of countries) but that 

it could be potentially mobilized in all contexts affected by the three over mentioned phenomena. Still, 

we disagree with the label these authors (Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson 2002; Marks et al. 2006) assign to 

the poles of the transnational cleavage. Indeed, the acronyms of GAL (Green Alternative Liberal) and TAN 

(Traditional Authoritarian Nationalist) parties provides a set of adjectives that cannot always be applied 

simultaneously to all the parties politicizing said cleavage. Indeed, if the latter sticks together economic, 

cultural and institutional preferences (Hooghe and Marks 2018; Kriesi et al. 2008, 2012), the politicization 

of the cleavage should not – by default – be considered as an exclusive affair of greens and radical right 

parties. As the literature on strategic party competition has shown mainstream parties might also 

emphasize the issues of the transnational cleavage stimulated by the competition with challenger parties 

(Abou-Chadi 2016; Green-Pedersen 2019). In this respect, if the critical juncture of the transnational 

cleavage is represented by the process of globalization – a process of economic integration, with cultural 

and institutional consequences – then we believe that Hanspeter Kriesi’s (2006, 2008, 2012) distinction 

between integrationist vs. demarcationist parties better captures the poles of the cleavage, by indicating 

those parties demanding for more cultural, economic and political integration, and those advocating a 

restoration of boundaries at the economic, political and cultural level. In the next lines, we will use the 

terminology employed by distinct authors when we will refer to their works, while we will always refer to 

the transnational cleavage and to demarcationist vs. integrationist parties in defending our 

conceptualization.  

a. Framing the transnational cleavage 

Among the four cleavages envisaged by Lipset and Rokkan, the class cleavage had extraordinary power 

in crystallizing the social conflict into the left/right continuum, constraining voters, and parties’ belief 

system (Converse 1964). However, from the 1970s  several authors started to argue that the social 

transformation of the affluent European societies boosted the rise of the second dimension of political 

contestation (Inglehart 1977). A seminal contribution on the increasingly bi-dimensional nature of the 
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European political space has been advanced by Herbert Kitschelt (1994). He hypothesized the formation 

of a new cultural dimension, influenced by those attitudes that Roland Inglehart defined as ‘post-

materialist values (1977) and formed by citizens and parties’ preferences on LGBTQI+ rights, 

environment, abortion, etc. He labelled the two poles of this dimension as libertarianism and 

authoritarianism (1994).  

An important stimulus on cleavage theory and the development of the second dimension of 

political competition came from EU scholars (Bartolini 2005b; Hix 1999; Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson 

2002). Using a Rokkanian paradigm, Simon Hix (Hix 1999) argued that the widening of the European 

integration created a political-territorial tension between integration and independence. Rokkan argued 

that when a polity is formed, a process of political integration occurs generating conflicts between the 

centre – leading the polity-building process – and the periphery (Rokkan 1973). In a similar vein, Hix 

argued that “[a] ‘national/territorial cleavage’ is manifest at the EU level if any of these features of national 

identity are threatened and/or if some nations are perceived to benefit (through gaining resources, for 

example) at the expense of others” (Hix 1999). In this interpretation, left/right and 

integration/independence dimensions coexist, and they are orthogonal to each other. In contrast, 

Hooghe and Marks argued that certain features of the independence/integration cleavage (in their early 

lexicon nationalism/supranationalism) might be integrated within the left/right division (1999). They 

suggested that left parties and voters are indeed more supranationalist, than rightist ones. However, the 

left/right dimension cannot fully explain the entire set of preferences and alignment when the issues of 

integration/independence cleavage are at stake. Specifically, they suggested that the second cultural 

dimension of political competition explains better than the classic left/right dimension parties and voters’ 

position on EU integration. From here, Hooghe, Marks and the other scholar affiliated to Chapel Hill 

school, started to employ the acronym GAL vs. TAN to indicate the poles of the cultural dimension of 

political competition (Hooghe, Marks Wilson 2002). These contributions coming from EU scholars share 

the merit to conceptualize the EU integration process as a source of territorial differentiation and de-

nationalization process (the transfer of competencies from the nation-state centre to the supranational 

centre), that might act as the trigger of the formation of a new cleavage. However, this EU-centred wave 

of cleavage research does not precisely clarify the contents that are supposed to animate this new cleavage 

including territorial, cultural, and economic conflicts (Bartolini 2005b).  

A more recent set of contributions by Hanspeter Kriesi and colleagues (Kriesi et al. 2006, 2008, 

2012) provided a cleavage-based explanation to the contemporary transformation of the European 

political space. The trigger for the rise of the transnational cleavage is the process of globalization, 

transforming the world economy and the modes of reproduction of wealth and creating a new division 
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between those individuals that can exploit this changed framework (the so-called ‘winners’ of 

globalization), and those that have not the proper skills to improve, or simply to preserve, their life 

condition in this new environment (the so-called ‘losers’ of globalization). In economic terms, the new 

cleavage is informed by an increasing tension between protectionist and neoliberal policies (Kriesi et al. 

2008). In cultural terms, the conjunction between globalization and the EU integration process 

threatened national identity (Kriesi et al. 2008). If in the past, the attitudes on EU integration were linked 

to the preferences on the economy, it has been ascertained that after the Maastricht treaty deepening of 

the integration process, the parties’ preferences on EU correlate more with the cultural rather than the 

economic dimension of competition (Schäfer et al. 2021). Furthermore, the increasing relevance of the 

migration issue contributed to conflating the protection of national identity with a more restrictive view 

on migration and migrant integration (Otjes and Katsanidou 2017). Finally, in terms of institutional 

preference on the European integration process, the transnational cleavage opposes those who aim to 

preserve the national centre of decisions vis-à-vis the strengthening of a (new) European centre.  

In their brilliant piece on the transnational cleavage, Hooghe and Marks (2018) did not diverge 

from the conceptualization provided by Kriesi and his colleagues, albeit providing important conceptual 

clarifications. In their perspective, the rising transnational cleavage did not emerge everywhere with the 

same intensity and it did not annihilate existing cleavages. In this changing environment, political parties 

cannot immediately respond to the transformed political space, due to their ideological stickiness 

(Schumacher, De Vries, and Vis 2013). Thus, new parties politicizing the new transnational cleavage 

increasingly expanded their success altering the format and the mechanic of the European party systems. 

 

4. What we still do not know about the transnational cleavage 

The most fundamental thing that we still do not know about transnational cleavage is whether it consists 

in a full-fledged cleavage or something else. A few lines above we argued that a political conflict, to be 

ranked as a cleavage, should include structural, normative, and organizational elements. The existing 

literature on the transnational cleavage provides abundant shreds of evidence on the existence of 

organizational and normative differences in the European political space, still, our knowledge on the 

structural component of the transnational cleavage is limited (but see Bornschier et al. 2021; Hooghe and 

Marks 2021).  

Let’s clarify what is already widely accepted on the transnational cleavage: its organizational 

component. The remarkable works of Kriesi’s crew clarified the contours of the supply-side of the 

transnational cleavage (Hutter and Kriesi 2019; Kriesi et al. 2006, 2008, 2012). These works assume that 
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the structure of the Western Political space is bi-dimensional (Kitschelt 1994) and they argue that the 

transnational cleavage does not add a third dimension of conflict, rather re-interpret the already existing 

economic and cultural dimension. In this framework, established parties slowly adapt to the changing 

environment while new radical right, green, and social liberal parties politicize the opposite poles of the 

transnational cleavage. Their works conclude that European countries witnessed, starting from early 

2000, a tripolarization of the political space (Kriesi et al. 2006, 2008, 2012), further boosted by the post-

2008 great recession (Hutter and Kriesi 2019). As noticed by Otjes and Katsanidou (2017), these works 

explore mainly contexts with a limited variance of the expected triggers of the transnational cleavage (e.g. 

economic globalization, deepening of the EU integration and migration). In this respect, the main 

theoretical tenets on the formation of the transnational cleavage cannot be adequately tested. Still, when 

this variance is added into the models  (Otjes and Katsanidou 2017; Hutter and Kriesi 2019), the results 

seem to support the theoretical rationale of the transnational cleavage. Indeed: 1) the association between 

EU integration, migration and economic attitudes appear mediated by societal and economic conditions; 

2) Countries showing lower degree of GDP per capita and lower migrant arrivals appear to be 

characterized by a more stable structure of competition, even with a high replacement of parties (e.g. 

Central and Eastern countries) (Hutter and Kriesi 2019). 

A recent paper by Vincenzo Emanuele and others (Emanuele, Marino, and Angelucci 2020), 

following Bartolini and Mair’s (1990) conceptual framework, explores the consolidation of the 

transnational cleavage focusing on, , the electoral strength and the electoral volatility of the demarcationist 

bloc. The analysis covers all the European elections from 1979 to 2019 and reveals that the electoral 

strength of the demarcationist parties increased, especially from 2004. Still, the authors notice that the 

electoral relevance of the transnational cleavage is not undifferentiated across the European countries 

and some places did not experience at all its politicization. However, as for other works reviewed here, 

the authors do not explain why the transnational cleavage has been politicized more in some countries 

and not in others.  

The attempts to study the individual structural determinants of transnational cleavage have been 

scarce and subjected to several limitations. They consist of an article combining structural factors, identity 

formation and political preferences by Bornschier and others (2021) and a working paper recently 

presented by Hooghe and Marks (2021). The contribution by Bornschier and colleagues (2021) has the 

merit to draw on an original survey aiming to measure the degree of subjective group identities, that 

according to the classic Rokkanian perspective constitutes a prerequisite of the cleavage closure process. 

First, the author ascertains that educational level, social classes and living in rural vs. urban areas influence 

individual closeness to nationalistic identities and then they show the relevance of structure and identities 
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in predicting the support for far-left and far-right parties (Bornschier et al 2021). The results on the 

structural roots of the transnational cleavage are in this respect encouraging, still, the study covers only 

one single – and very peculiar– case, namely the Swiss one. Moreover, the study investigates just one 

point in time, and it provides clues neither about the timing of the closure of the transnational cleavage 

nor about its link with the expected critical juncture (i.e., globalization).  

Recently, Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks explored the problem of the structural roots of the 

transnational cleavage (2021). In this work, the critical juncture marking the rise of the cleavage is set at 

the beginning of the 1960s associated with the “informational revolution” (2021: 5). The authors believe 

that the impact of the informational revolution can be divided into two phases. In the first phase, the 

informational revolution expanded the number of people holding jobs dealing with the reproduction and 

re-elaboration of information (e.g., scientists, designers, teachers). These individuals developed creative 

problem-solving skills departing from the classic producerism of the industrial society. According to 

Hooghe and Marks, women can exploit more opportunities in this changing job market and highly 

educated individuals (especially those with humanities or social science backgrounds) are more likely to 

contest established socio-political arrangements. From these priors, the authors argued that the first 

consequence of the informational revolution is represented by the rise of green parties, considered “the 

most feminized of all European party families” (Keith and Verge 2018, quoted in Hooghe and Marks 

2021:7). The second phase, then, is represented by “the generation of a transnational cleavage and the 

rise of TAN parties” (Hooghe and Marks 2021: 8). This process intensified in 1990s because of the 

deepening and widening of the international globalization (NAFTA in 1992, Maastricht 1993, WTO in 

1994, etc.), stimulated a global (re)division of labours which eroded the industrial sectors in Europe and 

bolstered the tertiary sector, harming the former industrial workers. This process, according to the 

authors increased the likelihood of the following group to support TAN parties: i) poorly educated males; 

ii) workers in those sectors vulnerable to automation or technological innovations; iii) security workers 

(e.g., policemen, etc.), iv) extraction workers (e.g., those dealing coal, oil, or other minerals extraction). 

The empirical analysis consists of an overview of the Green and TAN electorate, suggesting that 

sociocultural professionals, women and highly educated individuals constitute the core of green voters. 

Conversely, TAN parties are the least voted among individuals with postsecondary education, the least 

voted among sociocultural professionals, the most voted among production and service workers and the 

least voted among women. The authors argue that sociocultural sectors are those with the highest 

percentage of women and thus for this reason, also the males working in these sectors are more likely to 

support green parties. Hooghe and Marks’s contribution has the merit to investigate the structural base 

of green and TAN parties support. Yet, we believe that, first, the authors are not convincing in defining 
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the informational revolution. Although arguing that information revolution should be considered as the 

main trigger of the transnational cleavage, their models do not include any indicator of such revolution, 

and – furthermore- they do not justify why, as argued earlier by the same authors (Hooghe and Marks 

2018), globalization should not be considered anymore as the critical juncture of the transnational 

cleavage. Second, the analyses do not consider cross-country differences, an arguable analytical strategy 

given the quite diverse political mobilization of green parties across countries. Finally the structural 

variables explored by the authors are not clearly linked to the process of identity formation. For example, 

it is unclear to what extent sex can be the basis for the reproduction of cleavage. The literature on the 

gender gap in support of RPPs clearly showed that women are not more likely to hold libertarian positions 

than men (Campbell and Erzeel 2018; Harteveld and Ivarsflaten 2018; Spierings, Lubbers, and Zaslove 

2017). 

This review shows that on the structural determinants of transnational cleavage, the empirical 

evidence is still blurred. In a recent article, Ford and Jennings (2020) reviewed the transformations of the 

European electorate that could provide a structural base for the emergence of transnational cleavage. An 

important emphasis is placed on: i) the marginalization of low-skilled and low educated workers, ii) the 

expansion of higher education, iii) the phenomenon of mass immigration, and iv) the raising division 

between cosmopolitan cities vs. conservative peripheries. 

One of the potential structural sources for the mobilization of the transnational cleavage is 

represented by education. It has been observed how individuals with a low level of education tend to 

show more authoritarian attitudes, whereas highly educated individuals are more likely to share libertarian 

attitudes (Brooks 2006; Van der Waal et al. 2007). Furthermore, a high level of education predicts fairly 

well the support for the green, pro-EU and, more generally, integrationist parties (Dolezal 2010; Evans 

and Ivaldi 2018; Grant and Tilley 2019; Vries 2018). Conversely, individuals with a low level of formal 

education constitute the core voters of radical right parties (Betz 1994; Mudde 2007; Wagner and Meyer 

2017). An analysis of the Danish case showed that the level of education is also a source for shared (and 

conflicting) identities, building psychological (i.e. normative) cohesion for the development of the 

transnational cleavage (Stubager 2009). Precisely this means that: “the objective conflict between the 

educational groups also has a subjective side, as reflected in the development of a psychological structure 

associated with the conflict [on the libertarian/authoritarian dimension] (Stubager 2009: 205). 

Furthermore, political parties tend to react to voters polarization on the authoritarian-libertarian divide 

(Stubager 2010) and the differences in education level influence also the support for libertarian and 

authoritarian parties (Stubager 2013).  
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H1: Voters with low degree of education are more likely to vote for demarcationist parties 

As we already underlined, the process of globalization deepens the sense of social and political 

marginalization among low skilled labour workers. This implies that according to the seminal 

contributions on the transnational cleavage (Kriesi et al 2008, Kriesi et al 2012; Hooghe and Marks 2018), 

individuals self-identifying into low social class will tend to support demarcationist parties (Rydgren 

2013). Traditionally, low skilled and manual workers were the classe gardée of socialist, communist, and 

social democratic parties. However, the process of de-industrialization and globalization brought a 

numerical contraction of the working-class voters, pushing leftist and centre-left parties towards middle-

class voters embracing liberal and cosmopolitan values. This transformation created a marginalization for 

those individuals holding leftist attitudes on economy and authoritarian ones on the cultural dimension 

(Lefkofridi, Wagner, and Willmann 2014). In this respect, the rise of radical right parties altered the 

traditional class cleavage; and in line with the expectation of the seminal theories on the transnational 

cleavage (Hooghe and Marks 2018; Kriesi et al. 2008, 2012), research showed that manual/low-skilled 

employments are predictors of the radical right parties’ support (Rydgren 2013). 

H2a: Voters self-identifying at the bottom of the social stairs are more likely to vote for demarcationist parties 

H2b: Blue collars are more likely to vote for demarcationist parties 

H3: Voters who are unemployed are more likely to vote for demarcationist parties 

The globalization trends easing the international flows of capitals, industrial delocalization contributed 

also to a sharp geographical division between (mega)cities and peripherical and rural areas (Rickard 2020). 

Urban areas became the centre of gravity for creative or high skilled jobs, while the periphery witnessed 

a process of internal migration trends, draining away social and human capital (Moretti 2012). In political 

terms, it has been noted how the divide between cities and rural areas stimulate self-selections, sorting 

and contextual effect dynamics. Precisely, European big cities are often stronghold of progressive and 

libertarian parties, because they attract highly educated people and people with more libertarian 

worldview prefer to move in a cosmopolitan metropolis, rather than in a rural area (Maxwell 2019). A 

recent fine-grained analysis of the anti-EU vote at the national election (Dijkstra, Poelman, and 

Rodríguez-Pose 2020), revealed that the support for ant-EU parties is the result of the interaction of 

socioeconomic and geographical factors. Precisely, long-term industrial and economic decline constitutes 

an important predictor for the support of anti-EU votes(Carreras, Irepoglu Carreras, and Bowler 2019). 

Similar conclusions have also been reached in analysing the support of radical right parties (Patana 2020) 
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H4: Voters living in rural areas are more likely to vote for integrationist parties. 

According to our knowledge, one of the main weaknesses of research dedicated to the structural basis of 

the transnational cleavage is the lack of works linking the critical juncture(s) of the transnational cleavage 

to its relevance across countries. Indeed, very often the analysis include cases with a limited variance on 

country-level variables (Otjes and Katsanidou 2017). If we agree in considering globalization as the main 

trigger of driving the compositional changes of the European electorate, then it should follow that the 

degree of supranational political integration, economic openness, and thus the extent to which local 

workers and entrepreneurs are exposed to international competition, can magnify the impact of the 

transnational cleavage. Furthermore, mass migration inflows have also been indicated as a source of 

cultural anxieties capitalized by demarcationist parties. Consequently, we also analyse the extent to which 

mass migration affected the likelihood to support one or the other pole of the transnational cleavage 

across space and time. Finally, considering the temporal evolution of the transnational cleavage, what we 

should see is also relevant growth over time of the transnational cleavage (and its determinants) 

magnitude. Although considering the direct effect of our contextual variables on the likelihood to vote 

for demarcationist parties per se, our investigation also considers the extent to which the selected 

contextual level factors moderate the effect of individual-level structural characteristics on the likelihood 

to vote for a demarcationist party. What we should expect, then, is that as globalisation and migration 

grow in magnitude, or at least over time, the impact of the structural basis of the transnational cleavage 

on the vote choice should increase. . 

H5a: In Countries with a higher degree of economic globalization, voters are more likely to support 
demarcationist parties. 

H5b: In Countries with a higher degree of migration in-flows voters are more likely to support 
demarcationist parties. 

H5c: The likelihood to vote for a demarcationist party increases over time. 

H6: The impact of the structural basis of the transnational cleavage on voters’ choices grows over time 
and it is conditional on globalisation and mass migration levels. 
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5. Data, Measurement, and Methods 

a. Data 

For testing our hypotheses, we rely on a longitudinal and comparative research design, analysing vote 

choice in both national (parliamentary and presidential) and European Parliament (EP) elections. We 

decide to focus on two different arenas because both present opportunities and challenges to investigate 

the transnational cleavage. Indeed, on the hand, we might argue that the European elections, being 

formally unrelated to the process of national government formation, should provide voters with a higher 

degree of freedom in their vote choice (Reif and Schmitt 1980). For the same reason, parties might be 

incentivized to show more radical positions. On the other hand, however, political parties in EP elections 

might over-emphasise EU issues, and in some cases look more integrationist than what they actually are.  

Therefore, our individual-level data basis consists in two harmonised longitudinal datasets, one 

combining all the European Election Study (EES) voter studies conducted between 1989 and 2014, and 

a second one merging all the studies of the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) conducted 

in EU member states for national elections (both parliamentary and presidential) held between 1996 and 

2021 (CSES modules 2, 3, 4, and 5). Given our multi-level approach, these datasets are then integrated 

with information derived from party-level and country-level data. The party-level data from which we 

derive the integrationist vs. demarcationist party classification (and, in turn, our dependent variables) are 

the Euromanifesto (EMCS) project for the same time period covered by our EES longitudinal dataset, 

and the Comparative Manifesto (MARPOR) for the elections included in our CSES integrated dataset. 

Finally, the country-level data merged with our individual-data basis are derived from the Eurostat and 

the Swiss Economic Institute (KOF) datasets.  

b. Measurement 

As mentioned earlier, our main dependent variables, integrationist vs. demarcationist vote choice in 

national and EP elections, are computed relying on a novel operationalization of integrationist and 

demarcationist parties. Following our earlier discussion concerning the dimensions composing the 

transnational cleavage, we measured party positions on the transnational cleavage, by estimating said 

positions on the (1) economic, (2) cultural, and (3) EU institutional dimensions, then creating an additive 

index and transforming it in a dichotomous variable identifying integrationist and demarcationist parties. 

For computing party positions, we took inspiration from Lowe and colleagues (2011) logit scaling 

technique, relying on the following formula: 
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𝜃𝑖𝑗 = log
𝐼𝑛𝑡𝐶𝑢𝑙𝑡𝑖𝑗 + 𝐼𝑛𝑡𝐸𝑐𝑜𝑖𝑗 + 𝐼𝑛𝑡𝐸𝑈𝑖𝑗 + 0.5

𝐷𝑒𝑚𝐶𝑢𝑙𝑡𝑖𝑗 + 𝐷𝑒𝑚𝐸𝑐𝑜𝑖𝑗 + 𝐷𝑒𝑚𝐸𝑈𝑖𝑗 + 0.5
  

where 𝐼𝑛𝑡𝐶𝑢𝑙𝑡𝑖𝑗 , 𝐼𝑛𝑡𝐸𝑐𝑜𝑖𝑗 , and 𝐼𝑛𝑡𝐸𝑈𝑖𝑗  are the total numbers of integrationist quasi-sentences in the 

manifesto components on the three dimensions of the transnational cleavage for the 𝑖𝑡ℎ party in the 𝑗𝑡ℎ 

year, and 𝐷𝑒𝑚𝐶𝑢𝑙𝑡𝑖𝑗, 𝐷𝑒𝑚𝐸𝑐𝑜𝑖𝑗 , and 𝐷𝑒𝑚𝐸𝑈𝑖𝑗  are the total numbers of demarcationist quasi-sentences 

in the manifesto components for the same party in the same year on the three dimensions of interest. 

Therefore, 𝜃𝑖𝑗 represents party 𝑖 position on the transnational cleavage dimension in year 𝑗, an interval 

measure theoretically ranging from −∞ to +∞, with lower values indicating more demarcationist 

positions and higher values indicating more integrationist positions. After computing 𝜃𝑖𝑗 then we 

transformed it in a new interval measure, 𝛿𝑖𝑗, ranging from 0 to 1 relying on a logistic transformation:  

𝛿𝑖𝑗 =
1

1 + 𝑒−𝜃𝑖𝑗
 

Finally, we dichotomized 𝛿𝑖𝑗, creating a dummy variable with values equal to 0 for 𝛿𝑖𝑗 ≥ 0.75 and values 

equal to 1 for 𝛿𝑖𝑗 ≤ 0.25, and assigning all the remaining cases3 to a residual category4.  

Although relying on different set of items and/or categories5, we applied this routine to both our party-

level datasets (EMCS and MARPOR), then recoding EES and CSES respondents’ vote choices according 

to our party classification. By this token, we thus computed our two dependent variables, which 

distinguish between demarcationist (1) and integrationist (0) vote choices for EP and national elections.  

In terms of individual-level independent variables, we rely on two very similar sets of variables. For both 

EES-based and CSES-based analyses our main independent variables consist in one variable identifying 

 
 

 

3 We also run our analysis considering the entire universe of political parties (𝛿𝑖𝑗 > 0.50 and 𝛿𝑖𝑗 ≤ 0.50), and the 

results do not differ from what we’ll show in the following pages. 
4 We performed a validity check our party position estimates, and for dubious cases we applied the following 
qualitative criteria: i) Path-dependency. If a party appears in one bloc (say, integrationist) for one election and not the 
remaining ones, we recoded the case as belonging to the other block; ii) Collateral data. If a party position has been 
classified (a) with dimension scores computed with a low number (or without any) quasi-sentences and/or (b) 
based on 0 values on some dimensions of interest, we checked collateral data (e.g., CHES) in order to determine 
the validity of our scores and classification. Finally, most controversial cases have been flagged for being scrutinized 
by country-experts. 
5 The EMCS and MARPOR items used for computing party scores on the dimensions of interest are listed in 
Appendix A.  
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unemployed voters (1 = Unemployed, 0 = Unemployed), a second one identifying low educated 

individuals (1 = Low education, 0 = Medium or High education), and a third one identifying voters living 

in rural areas (1 = Rural, 0 = Small, medium, or big town). EES- and CSES-based analyses, then, differ 

only for one individual-level variable. In the EES-based analyses we rely on respondents’ self-

identification with a specific social class, creating a dichotomous variable discriminating between voters 

identifying with lower social classes (1) and those identifying with the remaining ones (0). In the CSES-

based analyses we rely on respondents’ occupation, discriminating between blue-collars (1) and the 

remaining categories. Finally in both sets of analyses, we include a small set of control variables, namely 

voters’ gender (1 = Female, 0 = Male), and their age.  

In terms of contextual-level independent variables, we employ three indicators. First, to investigate the 

temporal evolution of integrationist vs. demarcationist vote choices and the hypothesized changing 

impact of our individual-level structural variables, we rely on a time indicator, namely the election years 

of both EP and national general elections. Second, to investigate the impact of the critical junctures on 

our dependent variables and on the effects of our individual-level predictors, we employ the KOF 

globalisation index (Dreher 2006), measuring the economic, social, and political dimensions of 

globalisation at given point in time (year) for each political context considered. Finally, as a migration 

indicator, we employ the crude rate of net migration plus statistical adjustment, namely the ratio between 

(i) the difference between the number of immigrants and the number of emigrants of a country 

throughout a specific year (controlling for natural change) and (ii) the average population of that country 

in the same time period. 

c. Methods 

Given the hierarchical structure of our data, and the dichotomous nature of our dependent variables, we 

employ a set of generalized linear mixed models (GLMMs) with logistic link function to empirically test 

our hypotheses. The nesting procedure differs between EES- and CSES-based analyses, because of the 

different timing of the elections considered. EP elections are usually held in the same period of time 

across all the EU member states. As a consequence, in models based on our EES longitudinal dataset 

voters (level 1) are nested in countries (level 2), which in turn are nested in election years (level 3). Only 

in one set of models, those including the time indicator, the third level (election year) is dropped for 

statistical modelling reasons. Differently, given discrepancies across EU countries in terms of national 

election timing, voters (level 1) are first nested in a specific election (level 2), which in turn are nested in 

countries (level 3).  To test the extent to which our contextual-level variables moderate the effect of our 
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lower-level predictors on our dependent variables, we employ a set of cross-level interactions between 

our contextual variables and our lower-level predictors, and in all these cases our individual-level variable 

slopes are set at random (Hesig and Schaeffer 2019). Specific features of our models related to our 

hypotheses are then discussed in the following section, dedicated to the results of our empirical analyses. 

6. Results 

Our first set of hypotheses (from H1 to H4) are tested with two sets of models including only individual-

level predictors (see Tables 2 and 3). As summarised by Figure 1, the results partially support our 

expectations. Considering models’ referring to national elections’ vote choice (Table 2, Models from 2a 

to 5a), the coefficients of blue-collar, unemployed, and low education are positive and highly significant 

(p<0.001), whereas the coefficient of the variable identifying voters living rural areas is negative and not 

statistically significant. When turning to models’ referring to EP elections vote choice, the only coefficient 

positively associated with a demarcationist vote choice and highly significant (p<0.001) is the one 

Figure 1: The structural basis of the transnational cleavage, Regression coefficients (Population effects) 
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referring to low social class (Model 2b), while unemployment and low education coefficients (Models 3b 

and 4b) are positive but only marginally significant (p<0.05). The most puzzling results of the latter 

models is the one referring to the rural-urban variable (Model 5b). In this case the coefficient is highly 

significant (p<0.001) but negative, a result suggesting that low educated individuals are significantly less 

prone to vote for demarcationist parties as compared to medium or high educated ones. Overall, as 

mentioned a few lines above, the results of these two first set of models seems to partially support our 

hypothesis (in particular, H1, H2a, H2b, and H3). Nonetheless, when moving from the magnitude of the 

coefficients to the magnitude of the effects (predicted probability to vote for a demarcationist party) 

these results appear less enthusiastic. Indeed, even just considering the strongest coefficient among those 

considered so far (blue-collar in Model 3a) the marginal effect of this variable consists in approximately 

a 5% increase of the predicted probability to vote for a demarcationist party (from 6% to 11%), just 

considering the average point estimates and ignoring the (overlapping) confidence intervals of the 

predictions.  

 
Table 1: Direct and Contingent effects of contextual-level variables 

  Direct Contingent 

CSES 
Models 

Variable   x Education x Blue-collar x Unemployed x Rural 

Time *** + n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Globalisation n.s. ** + n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Migration n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. * + 

       

EES 
Models 

Variable   x Education x Low Soc.Class x Unemployed x Rural 

Time *** + n.s. * - * - n.s. 

Globalisation n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Migration *** + * + ** + n.s. * + 

Notes: + positive coeff.; - negative coeff.; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001; n.s. not significant 

 

Models including contextual-level predictors return an even more blurred picture. Table 1 summarise the 

direct and contingent effects (cross-level interactions) of said variables (Tables from 4 to 9). Starting from 

the direct effects, the only consistent variable affecting the likelihood to vote for a demarcationist party 

is the time variable. The direct effect of this variable is always positive and highly significant (at least 

p<0.01), and it is somewhat stronger when considering national elections’ vote choices as compared to 

EP ones, a result perhaps related also to the different time periods considered in our CSES- and EES-

based models. Nonetheless, this result is in line with our expectations and clearly related to the growing 

electoral strength of demarcationist parties, starting from the second half of the 2000s. When turning to 
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our second contextual factors, globalisation, a totally different picture appears. The direct effect 

coefficients of said variable is (almost) always not significant, and in a few cases (see Table 6, Models 14a 

and 16a) the effect is positive and marginally significant (p<0.05), although characterized by quite strong 

coefficient and prediction magnitudes. Finally, when considering our migration indicator, again, our 

models return rather mixed results. The coefficients of the direct effect of this factor on the likelihood 

to vote for a demarcationist party in national elections (Table 8) are always statistically not significant. 

When turning to EP elections vote choice, the coefficients are always positive and highly significant 

(p<0.001). Yet, the magnitude of said coefficients is invariably small, and this is reflected also in the low 

predictive power of said factors. Thus, our results only partially support our hypotheses about the direct 

effects of our contextual-level variables (H5a, H5b, and H5c).  

Finally, to further test the impact of our contextual variables on the likelihood to vote for a demarcationist 

party, we rely on a wide set of a cross-level interactions (Tables from 4 to 9). Overall, our contextual 

variables seldom moderate the impact of the individual-level structural antecedents of demarcationist 

vote choices, with a few exceptions. Our globalisation positively and significantly (p<0.01) moderates the 

impact of education on demarcationist vote choice in national elections (Table 6, Model 15a). Yet, the 

magnitude of the coefficient of this specific interaction term appears at best marginal, and indeed once 

turning to the marginal effect of education conditional on globalisation, the predicted probabilities to 

vote for a demarcationist party are barely affected. The second, positive, and highly significant (p<0.01) 

coefficient is then the one referring to the cross-level interaction term between migration and social class 

(Table 9, Model 25b). Although this coefficient might appear rather interesting, also in this case we shall 

not indulge too much on its magnitude. Indeed, the coefficient of low social class, always positive and 

highly significant in all the other models in which it is included, becomes negative and not significant, 

rendering the contingent effect of this contextual variable, at best, marginal. Thus, pulling together the 

results of models analysing the contingent effects of our contextual-level variables, we find scant support 

for our last hypothesis (H6). 
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7. Conclusions 

In this paper, we have taken very seriously both the classic literature on cleavages and the new wave on 

the rise of the transnational cleavage, and precisely, we underlined how cleavage theory requires the 

presence of a structural anchorage in order to label a political division as a cleavage. In this respect, we 

performed the most comprehensive test on the rise of the transnational cleavage developed until now by 

exploring to what extent in the last 30 years structural variables – both at the individual and contextual 

levels – influenced the patterns of voting behaviour in Europe. Moreover, our models were quite 

benevolent to the transnational cleavage thesis, indeed we avoid including ideological and issues’ 

preference controls in order to investigate exclusively the traces of structural voting. Our result provides 

a quite clear picture: socio-demographic variables have a marginal role in shaping voting behaviour, while 

contextual factors (migration crises, globalization developments) have almost none. Furthermore, the 

already modest effects of the socio-demographic predictors do not show any increase over time. This 

result proves wrong the widespread understanding of the process of closing the boundaries of the 

transnational cleavage. Additionally, our contextual variables did show influence when interacting with 

our socio-demographic predictors. In this respect, we filled a gap in the contemporary research on 

cleavage by including the alleged “critical juncture(s)” within our model.  Globalization and migration 

crises, which have been indicated as the exogenous shocks boosting the cleavage development, exercise 

neither direct nor interaction effects in shaping voting behaviour. These findings suggest the need for a 

re-assessment of the transnational cleavage thesis.  

Before advancing our theoretical arguments, an additional contribution deserves to be mentioned: 

our novel operationalization of the demarcationist/integrationist parties. For the first time indeed, we 

provided a dynamic classification based on parties’ supply taking into account the multi-dimensionality 

of the transnational divide. Indeed, following the literature, this divide cannot be reduced either to cultural 

or economic issues, but it is expected to combine them also with institutional preferences on 

supranational polities. This new operationalization should be now tested and compared to alternative 

understandings of the transnational cleavage (GAL/TAN) or other operationalization (e.g. those based 

on newspaper analyses, see Hutter and Kriesi 2019; Kriesi et al. 2006, 2008, 2012). Still, on a theoretical 

and methodological level, the classification based on party manifestos should be able to catch quite 

correctly political parties’ positions at least in the immediate proximity of an election. In this respect, we 

invite researchers to employ our fine-grained classification to assess the evolution of the supply side of 

the demarcationist/integrationist divide over time. 
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In linking theoretical apparatus with the empirical reality, we underlined how the original 

conceptualization and cleavages, and its authoritative reassessments (Bartolini 2005a; Bartolini and Mair 

1990; Lipset and Rokkan 1967b), expect the simultaneous presence of structural, normative and 

institutional differences in cementing the transnational cleavage. In this paper, we did not test whether 

normative and institutional differences are dividing – and partially clustering – European parties and 

voters into a conflict between demarcationists vs. integrationists. This has been done elsewhere 

(Emanuele, Marino, and Angelucci 2020; Hooghe and Marks 2018; Langsæther and Stubager 2019), 

overall with positive results. Furthermore, our data confirmed also indirectly how the electoral relevance 

of the support for demarcationist parties is increasing over time, indeed our pooled models showed how 

voters in more recent survey waves are more likely to support demarcationist parties. Still, our result 

poses to the existing scholarship a pressing question: is it correct to employ the concept of cleavage in 

order to depict the conflict between integrationists and demarcationists? We provide a negative answer 

to this question and in this respect, we welcome the suggestion by Kevin Deegan-Krause (2006) to assign 

the term “division” in order to describe those political conflicts involving exclusively normative and 

institutional dimensions.  

A cult Italian movie made famous the expression: “Words are important! Who doesn't speak well 

doesn't think well and doesn't live well!”6. We think that this statement might be inspiring in supporting 

the use of the concept of “divide” instead of “cleavage” to describe the conflict between integrationists 

and demarcationists. The concept of cleavage, indeed, involves a clear pattern of stability due to the 

closure of the system of political loyalties resulting in a predictable pattern of voting behaviour. In this 

respect, it is quite hard to find in contemporary party system developments those pockets of stability that 

should be the natural outcome of a cleavage-based understanding of the voting behaviour. If we indulge 

in a historical comparison between the class cleavage and the integrationist vs. demarcationist divide, 

then two interconnected reflections can be advanced. First, class cleavage – as well as all the other 

cleavages – was not produced by the deterministic link between socio-demographic differences and 

voting behaviour. What truly cemented the political division was the process of political socialization, 

which was immersed in a dense web of civil society, political and cultural organizations, stimulating a 

common vision of the world to the members of a given group (e.g., newspapers, cultural associations, 

 
 

 

6 The movie is “Palombella Rossa” (1989), in which the director and actor Nanni Moretti interprets an MP of the 
Italian Communist Party that after a car accident is struggling in reconstructing his sense of self as communist and 
human being. 
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radio and TV broadcasters, trade unions). Second, this fertile organizational soil was close to political 

parties and, more precisely, it was a by-product of a historical type of political organization: the mass 

party. Now, we know from the empirical literature on party organization that several characteristics of 

the mass party are nowadays gone (van Biezen, Mair, and Poguntke 2012). We don’t’ want to deny here 

that some of the parties politicizing the transnational dived (e.g. some radical right parties) are actually 

pushing to create more stable connections with society (Albertazzi and van Kessel 2021).  Still, we 

contend the fact that contemporary demarcationist political parties are activating a network of meso-level 

organizations boosting political socialization among those with a similar socio-demographic background, 

triggering the development of the transnational cleavage. In this respect, we suggest that future studies 

on cleavage development should carefully take into account the agency of political parties in the process 

of cleavage formation (Enyedi 2005).   

In this respect, we conclude by highlighting a limitation of our study that could hopefully become 

the starting point for further research. It could be argued that the transnational divide is a cleavage in statu 

nascendi and then its effect on voting behaviour would be more visible in the future. Given the difficulties 

in analysing data coming from the future, we suggest focussing on an alternative path of research: a 

longitudinal exploration between socio-structural determinants and political identities. As we underlined 

several times, cleavage theory is not about a determinist relationship but is entirely about the effect of 

political socialization on voting behaviour. This research path has been already initiated by Simon 

Bornschier and his colleagues (2021), still, their analysis is based only in one peculiar country (Switzerland) 

and at one point in time. We don’t know to what extent Bornschier’s results can be extended to other 

countries and most important we don’t know to what extent they are divergent from previous trends, 

supporting the thesis of the emersion of a “new” cleavage. 
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