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Introduction 

One of the most significant changes in West European politics in the past 40 years is the emergence 

of the new cultural divide (Bornschier, 2010) or socio-cultural conflict, which is related to 

demarcation vs integration or transnationalism (Kriesi et al., 2008; Kriesi, 2012; Hooghe & Marks, 

2018). However, there is substantial variation across countries, over time and between issues in 

how the issues comprising the new cultural divide, such as immigration, European integration and 

the environment, have manifested themselves in West European party systems (Green-Pedersen, 

2019; Grande et al., 2019; Hutter & Kriesi, 2019; Spoon et al., 2014). 

The central theoretical question that this variation poses is what mechanisms bring these new 

issues into established party systems. As the literature on party systems and cleavages has 

emphasized, party systems are biased towards the status quo (Hooghe & Marks, 2018). Therefore, 

we need a theoretical account of the mechanism that brings new political issues into the party 

system: an account of “the conflict of conflicts” (Schattschneider, 1960). The literature has so far 

focused on the role of new political parties and critical junctures like the Eurocrisis or the 2015 

migration crisis (Hooghe & Marks, 2018; Hutter & Kriesi, 2019).  

In this paper, we argue that the left-right structure and the incentives it provides for 

mainstream parties to expand political conflict to include new issues is a key condition for the 

integration of new political issues into party competition. This left-right structure presents 

established mainstream parties with vote-seeking or coalition-building incentives to focus on new 

political issues. 

A central reason why the left-right conflict and the incentives it generates for mainstream 

parties has not received much attention is that the presence of a strong or dominant left-right 

conflict is by and large a constant across West European party systems. In Ireland, however, 
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competition among the major parties has not been structured as a left-right conflict. Ireland is thus 

an attractive case for a “negative case study” (Emigh 1997) that can aid our theoretical 

understanding of the role of the left-right conflict. Despite seeing the entrance of new parties, 

including a Green party, and despite being strongly affected by the Eurozone crisis, issues related 

to the new cultural divide continue to play a more limited role in the Irish party system compared 

to other countries. This paper argues that the limited growth in attention to issues related to the 

new cultural divide can be explained by limited vote- and office-seeking incentives for the two 

parties that have structured and dominated the Irish party system, Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil, to 

expand political conflict by emphasizing issues related to the new cultural divide. In doing so, it 

highlights that, paradoxically, the ‘old’ left-right divide is a key condition for the emergence of 

issues related to the ‘new’ cultural divide. 

 

The conflict of conflicts in West European party systems 

The literature on the emergence of the new “cultural divide”, so-labelled by Bornschier (2010), is 

extensive. At the level of the electorate, the new cultural divide is clearly visible in an “educational 

cleavage” where attitudes towards issues like immigration and environment are structured by 

educational background (Häusermann & Kriesi, 2015; Stubager, 2010). At the level of party 

systems – the focus of this study – the question of how the new cultural divide has manifested 

itself has generated an extensive literature. Kitschelt (1994) originally argued that the new cultural 

divide had caused a “rotation” of the existing political space due to the emergence of new left-

wing parties like the Greens and new radical right-wing parties, which brought new issues like the 

environment and immigration into West European party systems. Kriesi and collaborators (2008; 

2012; see also Kriesi & Hutter, 2019, pp. 4–14) provide the most elaborate and comprehensive 
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studies of the new cultural divide in Western Europe covering the electorate, protest events, and 

party systems. The new cultural divide is defined as a conflict about demarcation vs. integration, 

which is clearly visible on issues related to globalization. At the party system level, this conflict 

manifests as a new, second conflict that replaces the old “cultural” conflict between religious and 

secular parties.  

In terms of a theoretical understanding of the “conflict of conflicts”, i.e., how party 

competition is expanded to new political issues, the key actors in this account are new political 

parties. Because established parties are constrained by their existing political positions, new 

political parties constitute the central mechanism for bringing the political issues related to the new 

cultural divide into West European party systems (Kriesi & Hutter, 2019, p. 11). “Critical 

junctures” like the Eurocrisis following the financial crisis or the migration crisis in 2015 are 

another key factor (Hooghe & Marks, 2018; Hutter & Kriesi, 2019, pp. 20–27). The importance 

of political institutions, especially electoral systems, and the strategic response of established 

parties, is clearly recognized (cf. Kriesi & Hutter, 2019, pp. 11–12). Still, in terms of the conflict 

of conflicts, the central mechanisms argued to drive this relate to forces external to or new to 

established party systems, i.e., new political parties or “crises”.  

 When looking at the development of West European party systems, a number of 

questions related to this theoretical account arise. First is the question of how to account for cross-

national variation in the extent to which party competition has expanded to issues related to the 

new cultural divide. For instance, why has the new cultural divide manifested itself in party 

systems of counties like the UK where the electoral system makes it very difficult for new parties 

to establish themselves, and why has it not emerged in a country like Ireland, where barriers to 

entry are substantially lower?  
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The broader theoretical question is whether the focus on “external” forces is the most 

fruitful theoretical starting point for understanding the “conflict of conflicts”. More precisely, the 

question is if this perspective does not underestimate the strategic capacity of the large, mainstream 

parties that have dominated West European party systems since the Second World War and the 

importance of their strategic responses for the development of West European party systems.  

Some studies do highlight the strategic capacities of large, mainstream parties to 

respond to new competitors. Katz & Mair (2009) and De Vries & Hobolt (2020) have emphasized 

how established parties act as a “cartel” and keep new competitors away. However, this line of 

reasoning neglects the importance of competition among large mainstream parties, and how this 

competition may lead one of them to “defect” and take up new issues. The theoretical challenge is 

to specify under what circumstances they will (and will not) do so and what role the overall left-

right conflict plays for specifying these circumstances.  

A related literature has further focused on how mainstream parties respond to the 

emergence of new parties tied to specific issues – niche parties – following Meguid’s work (2008; 

e.g., Abou-Chadi, 2016; Spoon et al., 2014). Like the literature on the new cultural divide, this line 

of research has focused on the reaction of large, mainstream parties to new political parties, seeing 

the latter as the major driving force in expanding political conflict. The emergence of such new 

parties clearly may generate incentives for large, mainstream parties to take up new issues. 

However, their incentive structure towards new issues has not been theorized independently of the 

emergence of new parties, only as a reaction to their growth.  
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The left-right conflict and established mainstream parties’ incentives for conflict expansion 

A number of concepts and assumptions require clarification for the development of a theoretical 

model. First, the left-right conflict is the major line of conflict structuring West European politics 

and linking parties and voters. The left-right conflict has its roots in the capital-workers conflict, 

but a general left-right conflict has developed beyond these economic issues. The left-right conflict 

has become a “meta” conflict or “super issue” (Pierce, 1999, pp. 30–31) and new issues may be 

interpreted within a left-right conflict and thus incorporated into it (van der Brug & van Spanje, 

2009). The interaction between the major political parties dominating West European party 

systems, i.e. Social Democratic, Christian Democratic, Liberal, and Conservative mainstream 

parties, has thus been structured by the left-right conflict. It t is therefore their starting point for 

evaluating whether or not to expand political conflict to new political issues. 

Second, when understanding the conflict of conflicts, attention rather than positions 

is in focus in the first instance. If large, mainstream parties want to incorporate new issues into the 

established political conflict, paying (more) attention to them is the first step. This first step 

necessary to make voters aware of their position and expand the agenda, whether or not it also 

involves a change in position (which in itself is an important question).   

Third, large, mainstream parties’ incentives relate to individual political issues – immigration, 

European integration, etc. – rather than to a new line of conflict in general. For a large, mainstream 

party, increased attention to the environment might be attractive whereas increased attention to 

European integration may not. Political parties compete on particular issues, stating their position 

on immigration or the environment, rather than on a general line of conflict.  
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Fourth, mainstream parties are driven by both vote- and office-seeking motives with 

office-seeking as the ultimate goal. In terms of bringing new issues into party competition, these 

two motives imply that large, mainstream parties may start focusing on new political issues for 

both vote-seeking and coalition-building reasons. As shown by Pardos-Prado in relation to 

immigration (2015), large mainstream may have a vote-seeking incentive to integrate new issues 

into the existing left-right competition because they believe it gives them an electoral advantage 

over other large, mainstream parties. They may thus find new issues attractive whether or not new 

parties emerge, or in order to prevent them from emerging.  

Large, mainstream parties may also find new issues attractive to focus on due to 

coalition-building (or maintenance) considerations, and in cases of conflict between vote- and 

office-seeking incentives, office-seeking will typically be their dominant goal. If, for instance, 

mainstream right-wing parties want to include the radical right in a coalition, focusing on 

immigration might be attractive because it would generate increased support for the whole 

coalition, even if the radical right might gain votes at the expense of the mainstream right (Bale, 

2003). Coalition considerations may also cause large, mainstream parties to avoid focusing on new 

political issues even if it is attractive from a vote-seeking perspective because it might generate 

conflict with parties whose support they need to win office (Green-Pedersen, 2019; Green-

Pedersen & Otjes, 2019).   

We argue that incentives for large, mainstream parties to expand political conflict to 

new issues emerge from the existence of the left-right conflict as a “super issue”. The left-right 

super issue structures competition among the large mainstream parties and may generate vote- and 

coalition-seeking incentives for one of them to “defect” and take up new issues. However, these 

incentives disappear if their competition is not structured by an overall left-right conflict. In this 
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case, neither of the (typically two) major established parties sees clear vote-seeking or coalition-

seeking reasons to pay more attention to a new issue or to expand the political agenda.   

Finally, bringing new issues into party competition is a medium-term strategy. If 

parties want to bring new issues into the party system, they need to invest attention in the issue 

over several elections. This implies that the incentives required for parties to take up new issues 

have to be predictable in the sense of being clear and stable, i.e. can be expected to last over several 

election cycles, and that we should expect to see manifestations of parties’ focus (or lack of focus) 

on new issues across several elections.  

 

The case of Ireland  

The challenge in testing the argument laid out above is the lack of variation in the causal factor of 

interest: in almost all West European party systems, the competition between the large mainstream 

parties have been structured by an overall left-right conflict. Ireland is an exception: unlike all 

other West European party systems, the left-right conflict has never been the dominant line of 

competition.   

 The Irish party system emerged from a civil war in 1922-23 concerning the degree 

of compromise that was acceptable when securing independence from the UK. The main political 

parties that emerged from this conflict became Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael. For a century, only these 

two parties have led Irish governments: until 1948, this involved single-party governments; from 

1948 until 1989 it involved single-party Fianna Fáil governments and Fine Gael-led coalitions; 

and since 1989, all governments have been coalitions. Only in 2020 did Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael 

enter government together.  
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Whether or not left-right differences have existed between them has been the subject 

of quite intensive debate (cf. Carty, 1983; Mair, 1987), but there is agreement that in comparative 

perspective, left-right difference between the two major political alternatives in Ireland has been 

very limited (Sinnott, 1995). To the extent that they have a left-right profile, the two parties are 

both moderately right-of-centre (e.g., Bakker et al., 2020) and they have been described as “catch-

all parties before their time” (Gallagher, 1981, p. 271; Mainwaring & McGraw, 2019). Exactly 

this comparative uniqueness, at least from a West European perspective, makes Ireland a case that 

allows us to investigate the argument presented above. Based on this line of reasoning, we should 

expect more limited growth of party system attention to new politics issues in Ireland compared to 

other West European countries, and this should be traceable to a lack of clear and sustained vote- 

and office-seeking incentives for the two main parties to expand political conflict, which in turn 

arises from the lack of a dominant left-right conflict, even in the presence of new parties or external 

crises.  

The argument presented above does not imply that other factors, especially external 

dynamics like the emergence of new parties and “crises” are unimportant, but rather that their 

impact should be analyzed based on how they affect the incentives for large, mainstream parties, 

and that these incentives will differ depending on the presence of a dominant left-right conflict.  

New political parties have been relatively successful in establishing themselves and 

thus expanding the traditional Irish two-and-a-half party system, especially since the 1980s, 

despite incentives from the Irish PR-STV system for competition based on clientelistic 

relationships (McGraw 2015, pp. 51–53). These included the Workers’ Party, the Progressive 

Democrats (PDs), and the Green Party, which entered the Dáil in the 1980s, Democratic Left, Sinn 

Féin and the Socialist Party in the 1990s, and People Before Profit and the Social Democrats in 
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the 2010s. The PDs, Democratic Left and the Greens have each been in government. Thus, limited 

expansion of attention to new political issues cannot clearly be assigned to the difficulties of new 

parties establishing themselves in the party system due to institutional factors (as is the case for 

instance in the UK or France). 

In terms of crises relevant to the new cultural divide, Ireland experienced a severe 

economic crisis from 2008 until the mid-2010s and therefore was subject to an EU-IMF “bailout” 

loan and associated austerity measures, which created opportunities to expand political attention 

to European integration.  

In sum, seen from the perspective of existing literature and the focus on new parties 

and crises, Ireland is clearly not an unlikely case for expansion of attention to the new politics 

issues, and for some issues it seems like a likely case of issue expansion.  

  

Is Ireland really different? 

The first step is to examine whether Ireland has seen less party system attention to new politics 

issues than other countries. We investigate this proposition in a number of ways. The first one 

draws on issue attention in party manifestos. The manifestos of Irish political parties have been 

coded according to the CAP coding scheme (see Bevan, 2019; Green-Pedersen & Little, 2021b). 

This coding scheme with more than 200 subtopics makes it possible to track party attention to new 

politics and other issues in a detailed and flexible manner (subtopics can be combined in whatever 

way is useful for a specific research question). For the purpose of this paper, the subtopics were 

aggregated into 22 political issues like the economy, healthcare, transportation, the environment 
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etc. (Green-Pedersen & Little, 2021a). The data set begins in 1981 and covers all political parties 

that won 2% of the overall vote at two consecutive elections.1 

New politics issues are represented by 4 of these 22 issues: European integration, 

immigration, the environment, and personal rights issues (e.g. sex equality, abortion, right to 

privacy, children’s rights, etc.) (see Table A1 in the Appendix for details). Defining exactly which 

issues belong to “new politics” is debatable, but these four issues are typically seen as the core of 

new politics (see also Hutter & Gessler, 2019, p. 60).  

Figure 1. Attention to new politics issues in eight West European Countries 

 

                                                           
1 Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael, the Labour Party, the Workers Party (1981-1989), the Green Party from 1987, the 

Progressive Democrats (1987-2007), Democratic Left (1992 and 1997), Sinn Féin from 1997, and the Social 

Democrats and Solidarity/People before Profit in 2016 and 2020. The party manifestos were coded by 

intensively-trained student coders using natural sentences as coding unit and with inter-coder reliability 

scores of around 0.7 at the subtopic level. For more detail, see Green-Pedersen & Little (2021b).  
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Figure 1 compares the level of party system attention to these issues in Ireland with 

attention in seven other West European party systems.2 Ireland is, most of the time, the country 

with the lowest party system attention to new politics issues. To provide a more formal 

comparison, Table 1 reports the output from a simple regression model with country dummies and 

Ireland as reference category. The model provides a test for average party system differences in 

attention to new politics issues. As can be seen from Table 1, the average party system attention 

has been lower in Ireland than in all other countries. Compared to most countries, the difference 

is also large and statistically significant, even given the relatively low of number of elections per 

country. France and UK are the countries where the differences are smallest, and in the French 

case the difference is not statistically significant. It is not surprising that these two countries, 

because of their political systems and the barriers they imply for the entrance of new parties and 

the limited importance of coalition politics, also exhibit relatively low levels of party system 

attention to new politics issues.  

Table 1: Differences in average party system attention to new politics issues compared to 

Ireland 

Country Coefficient for country dummy (robust standard errors) N (elections) 

Denmark 8.2 (2.5)** 12 

France 2.2 (1.7) 8 

Germany 10 (1.2)*** 10 

Netherlands 7.5 (1.1)*** 10 

UK 3.0 (1.4)* 8 

Sweden 10.4 (1.2)*** 10 

Belgium 5.1 (1.4)** 8 

R2 0.46 66/78 (including Ireland) 

*p<0.05, **p<0.01 ***, p<0.001 

                                                           
2 Details about the dataset with CAP coded party manifestos for the seven countries can be found in 

Green-Pedersen (2019). The party system agenda presented in figure 1 is an unweighted average of the 

parties at a given election, see also Green-Pedersen (2019, pp. 48–50).  
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To provide a further test, Table 2 reports the average party attention to GAL-TAN issues as 

reported in the 2019 Chapel Hill expert survey (Bakker et al., 2020). The experts were asked to 

score the saliency of GAL-TAN issues on a ten-point scale with ‘10’ meaning highest saliency. 

Table 2 shows that Ireland is the country where GAL-TAN issues are seen as having the lowest 

average saliency across the party system. Again, both the UK and France again exhibit relatively 

low party system scores.  

 

Table 2: Party system averages of the saliency of GAL-TAN issues (2019 Chapel Hill Expert 

Survey)  

Country Average GAL_TAN salience 

(2019) 1-10, 10= most salient 

Number of experts/standard 

deviation 

Belgium 5.17 11/0.32 

Denmark 6.51 10/0.41 

Germany 7.01 9/0.54 

France 5.99 9/0.44 

Ireland 5.06 9/0.41 

Netherlands 6.02 13/0.47 

UK 5.73 8/0.38 

Austria 6.08 5/0.63 

Finland 6.96 8/0.47 

Sweden 7.12 8/0.34 

Source: Bakker et al. (2020) 

 

Tables 1 and 2 report attention measures following the theoretical focus on attention above. 

However, according to Kriesi et al. (2008) the central question in relation to the expansion of 

political conflict to new politics issues is not just one of attention, but whether or not a new second 

line of conflict can be identified in the party system taking into account both attention to new 

politics issues and parties positions on them. Hutter & Mallet (2019) have conducted such an 

analysis of the political space for the Irish case for the 2007, 2011 and 2016 elections based on 

media data. They conclude that they do not “observe a strong and consistent second dimension” 

(p. 321). Keenan & McElroy (2021, pp. 269–270) have also analyzed Irish policy space based on 
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a candidate survey and find “surprisingly little variation” in the position of candidates for the 2020 

general election across a number of issues including the environment and morality issues (see also 

McGraw, 2015, Ch.3).  

 Thus, across these different types of data, Ireland stands out as the country where 

new politics issues have made the smallest inroads into the party system. The next step is to 

document that the mechanisms presented above can in fact account for this. However, before 

turning to that part of the analysis, two possible alternative explanations need attention, namely 

the role of Northern Ireland question and the new cultural divide within the Irish public.  

The Northern Ireland question is closely related to the question of Irish independence 

that historically shaped the Irish party system and the competition. Thus, it is possible that new 

politics issues feature so little because the Northern Ireland question has crowded out attention to 

them. Figure 2 shows attention to the Northern Ireland question in the Irish party systems based 

on a similar dataset and operationalization as Figure 1.3 The figure suggests that the question has 

never played a major role in Irish party competition and if anything, attention has declined since 

the paramilitary ceasefires and Good Friday Agreement in the 1990s. This is consistent with 

previous findings about the 1960s and 1970s that showed that nationalism and the Northern Ireland 

question had not remained central lines of conflict within the party system (Mair, 1987, f.142). 

 

                                                           
3 The Northern Ireland question is a subtopic of the Foreign Affairs issue (see Green-Pedersen & Little 2021a) 
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Figure 2: Party system attention to the Northern Ireland question in Irish party manifestos 

 

  

Another potential explanation for the limited expansion of new politics issues in 

Ireland lies on the demand side. To investigate whether the demand side in Ireland could account 

for party system differences, we examine European Social Survey data, following the approach 

previously adopted by Dolezal and Hutter (2012, 69-71).4 For the six countries they analyzed, they 

found consistent evidence for the presence of a cultural divide on the demand side, with some new 

issues (European integration and immigration) forming a distinct dimension, while others were 

incorporated into the existing economic dimension. As can be seen from table 3, we find a very 

similar structure in Ireland. Therefore, the demand side of the new cultural divide does not appear 

to account for the lack of attention to new politics issues among the Irish parties. 

                                                           
4 Dolezal & Hutter (2012, 69-71) analyzed the six other countries than Ireland based on ESS data for 2002-2007. We 
added Ireland and included more recent data. Thanks to Swen Hutter for sharing his Stata code.  



16 
 

 

Table 3. Public attitudes in comparative perspective (2002–2018, results of factor analyses after varimax rotation)   

                

 Ireland Austria France Germany Netherlands Switzerland UK  

 Cult Mix Cult Mix Cult Eco Cult Eco Cult Eco Cult Eco Cult Eco  
Welfare  0.66  0.65  0.75  0.8  0.76  0.76  0.75  

Environment  0.51  0.64  0.57  0.54  0.66  0.72  0.66  
Cultural liberalism  0.7  0.61 0.54  0.6    0.59  0.48   

Europe 0.73  0.77  0.69  0.63  0.8  0.28  0.76   

Anti-immigration -0.78  -0.78  -0.82  -0.82  -0.81  -0.8  -0.82   

                

Eigenvalue 1.35 1.23 1.38 1.29 1.46 1.12 1.55 1.1 1.38 1.17 1.45 1.14 1.49 1.09  
Variance explained 0.27 0.25 0.28 0.26 0.29 0.22 0.31 0.22 0.28 0.23 0.29 0.23 0.3 0.22  

N 14,757 9,853 13,984 20,408 13,937 10,547 15,676  

                

Empty cells represent absolute loadings < 0.40.            

Data: ESS Round 1-9; Round 1-3 and 7-9 for Austria.            

Analysis and the selection of comparator countries follows Dolezal and Hutter (2012, p.70).  

Variables: welfare (gincdif), environment (impenv), cultural liberalism (freehms), Europe (trstep), anit-immigration (factor of imdfetn, imbgeco, imueclt, and imwbcnt). 

Abbreviations: mix (mixed factor), cult (cultural factor), eco (economic factor).          
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Issue expansion in Ireland 

Showing that the Irish party system has seen more limited growth in attention to new politics issues 

compared to other West European countries is only the first step in providing evidence in support 

of the theoretical argument presented above. What is further needed is evidence that this is 

traceable to a lack of clear and sustained vote- and office-seeking incentives for the two main 

parties to expand political conflict, which in turn arises from the lack of a clear left-right conflict 

between them. To study this, we need to focus on specific policy issues. Of the four issues 

constituting the core of the new cultural divide, we focus on the cases of the environment, 

European integration and personal rights. The reason for not including immigration is that it is a 

least-likely case of issue-emergence even before the absence of a strong left-right divide is taken 

into account: the absence of a radical right-wing party and a history of low immigration and net 

emigration, even in recent decades make it less surprising that the two major Irish parties have not 

expanded significantly attention to immigration. Among personal rights issues, we focus on 

abortion because as an issue prone to crises in recent decades, it seems like a more likely issue of 

issue-expansion. 

 In methodological terms, we face a challenge inherent in a “negative” case study 

(Emigh 1997), namely explaining non-action. We need to examine whether the limited willingness 

of the two major parties in Ireland to expand political conflict into new politics issues results from 

the limited left-right competition between them. To build the negative cases, we draw on studies 

of other countries that outline the circumstances under which large, mainstream parties have 

expanded political conflict to new politics issues. We then look for similar situations in Ireland 

and analyze why they did not provide incentives for the two major parties to expand attention to 

new politics issues.  
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Starting with the environmental issue, this is the most likely of new politics issue to 

gain substantial attention in the Irish party system (Green-Pedersen & Little, 2021a). The Greens 

entered Dáil Éireann in 1989 and Ireland has also faced considerable environmental challenges 

(Connaughton, 2019; Flynn, 2006).  

Large, mainstream parties in other West European countries have faced vote-seeking 

and coalition-building incentives that have made it attractive for them to expand their attention to 

the environment and make it a central issue in party competition. In terms of vote-seeking 

incentives, the electorate typically sees parties of the left as “issue owners” on the environment 

(Seeberg, 2017). The environmental issue can be interpreted as an anti-capitalism issue and 

consistent with left-wing ideology (Andersen, 1990; Carter 2013; Farstad 2018). In terms of 

coalition building incentives, the environmental issue can be attractive for large left-wing 

mainstream parties to focus on to foster a coalition with Green parties. This was for instance the 

strategy pursued by the Social Democrats in Germany during the 1980s and 1990s culminating in 

the formation of the red-green coalition in 1998 (Mair, 2001; Green-Pedersen, 2019, pp. 114–134).  

In the Irish case, the lack of a clear left-right difference between Fianna Fáil and Fine 

Gael meant that for neither of them was the environment immediately attractive as a vote-seeking 

issue in the same way has it has for Social Democratic parties on the continent (Green-Pedersen, 

2019, pp. 114–134). As can be seen from figure 3, this does not imply that the two major Irish 

parties have ignored the environment, but they have tracked each other very closely, with attention 

to the issue moving between 0 and 5% of the manifestos of the two parties, substantially below the 

level of attention from the Green Party. Nor has the environment ever been among the five issues 

getting the most attention in the manifestos of either of the two major parties (Green-Pedersen & 

Little, 2021a xx).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/D%C3%A1il_%C3%89ireann
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Figure 3: Party attention to the environment 

 

 After the 2002 election, the Greens won six seats, and therefore became a potentially 

relevant player in coalition politics. The question then is if this development would lead any of the 

two major parties to pay substantially more attention to the environment in order to make the Green 

Party a potential coalition partner on a more permanent basis and thus tip the balance in terms of 

government power their way. However, the absence of a clear left-right structure meant that the 

incentive to do so was not clear to either of the two major parties. Approaching the 2007 election, 

a coalition of Fine Gael, Labour, and the Green Party seemed a likely alternative to the coalition 

of Fianna Fáil and the Progressive Democrats that had been in office for ten years. With 

international attention focused on climate change, it was the environmental question that had the 

potential to push environmental issues to the center of Irish party competition, as it did at that time 

in the UK and Denmark, for example (Carter & Jacobs, 2014; Ladrech & Little, 2019). But Fine 

Gael paid very little attention to the environment and while Fianna Fáil was somewhat more 

responsive on the issue, the focus was short-lived and the party was not united on this tactic (Little, 



20 
 

2017). Ultimately, Fine Gael, Labour and the Greens under-performed and the Green Party instead 

joined the incumbent coalition.  

After the 2011 election, the continued relevance of the Greens was in doubt, as they 

lost all their Dáil seats, and environmental concerns were subsumed by the economic crisis. 

However, they re-entered the Dáil in 2016 and performed strongly at local and European 

Parliament elections in 2019. As in 2007, this occurred in the context of increased societal focus 

on climate change, including through grassroots mobilization (e.g., Fridays for Future) and due to 

the October 2018 ‘1.5 degrees’ IPCC report. While most parties signed up to a cross-party 

agreement on climate policy in 2019, neither of the two major parties adopted a strategy where 

focus on environmental issues was central in tying the Green party to them on a more permanent 

basis at the 2020 general election (Green-Pedersen & Little, 2021a).  

In sum, the environment has not been ignored by the two major Irish parties, but 

neither of have presented themselves as a “green” mainstream party, thus making the environment 

a more central element of Irish party competition. The fact that competition among them has not 

been organized by the left-right conflict has meant that neither of them has faced the incentive to 

take up the issue that especially Social Democratic parties on the continent have faced.5 In terms 

of coalition strategies, the fluid (rather than “bloc”) nature of Irish coalition strategies has meant 

that none of the major parties has faced a stable incentive to form a more permanent alliance with 

the Green party.  

                                                           
5 Consistent with this cross-national pattern, the small social democratic party in Ireland (the Labour Party) has 
from time to time adopted a ‘green’ image, driven by vote-seeking incentives (especially in the period 2007-2011; 
see Little 2017) and by the compatibility of green and left-of-centre ideas outlined above. 
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In many countries, European integration has not come to play a central role in party 

competition, which relates to the “inverted” U-shape of party positions with large mainstream 

parties supporting EU integration and parties further to the left and right being more Euro-sceptic 

(Hooghe et al., 2002; Green-Pedersen, 2019, pp. 99–113). However, the Eurocrisis generated an 

expansion of political attention to European integration (Hutter & Kriesi, 2019). This was 

particularly pronounced in Southern Europe due to the association between the EU and austerity 

policy measures. This association provided the basis for (radical) left-wing opposition to European 

integration as part of opposition to what can be seen as neoliberal austerity measures (cf. 

Katsanidou & Otjes, 2016; Otjes & Katsanidou, 2017). 

Ireland joined the EU in 1973 and is constitutionally required to have referendums 

to ratify EU treaties, and therefore it has held these relatively frequently. Whether these 

referendums have kept the issue on the political agenda or removed it from party politics (McGraw, 

2015), the EU has not generally emerged as a salient new issue in the party system. A lack of 

engagement is evident in general election manifestos, where the issue has been almost absent 

(Green-Pedersen & Little, 2021a).6 At the same time, defeated referendums on the Nice Treaty 

(2001) and the Lisbon Treaty (2008) showed that at societal level, there was vote-seeking potential 

for a Eurosceptic position (Hayward & Fallon, 2009; McGraw, 2015, pp. 132–140).  

Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael share moderately pro-integration positions (Bakker et al., 

2020), which are tempered in part by long-standing national policies (e.g., on corporate taxation 

and neutrality) that are at odds with some forms of further integration. There has been no 

significant Eurosceptic party on the right. Parties on the radical left have consistently opposed EU 

                                                           
6 At every general election from 1981 until 2020 with the exception of the 2002 election when it reached 3.5%, 
sentences coded to the EU subtopic took up less than 2% and sometimes less than 1% of general election 
manifestos.  
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integration or have been “Euro-critical”. On the centre-left, Labour changed its position upon 

entering government in 1973 and the Greens changed their position in 2008, soon after entering 

government.  

This pattern of broad support for EU integration and low engagement with the issue 

survived even the EU-IMF bailout of the early 2010s, which had only limited impact on party 

salience and polarization on EU integration (Hutter & Malet, 2019). As they had no prior left-wing 

position to build on, moving in the direction of anti-austerity or anti-bailout Euro-critical position, 

which would have broken “the permissive consensus” around European integration in Ireland, 

would have been a highly risky vote-seeking strategy for both Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael despite 

the Euro-sceptic potential in the Irish population. The absence of a left-right divide meant that 

neither of them were compatible with left Euro-scepticism, and nor were either competing with a 

mainstream party that could take advantage of left Euro-scepticism. 

Coalition incentives for Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael to adopt Euro-critical positions 

were also absent. The Green Party and Labour as junior coalition partners during the crisis 

committed to the policies entailed by the EU-IMF bailout. Sinn Féin and the left-wing parties 

gained electorally from an austerity line, but there was no large, mainstream left-wing party in the 

Irish party system for which this opened the possibility of building a left-wing coalition with anti-

austerity/anti-European integration as a key element. After the economic crisis, Brexit elicited 

significant engagement and broad consensus across parties, and led Sinn Féin, which had opposed 

every EU Treaty, to downplay its Euro-critical preferences after it campaigned for a Remain vote 

in the Brexit referendum (Costello, 2020; O’Brennan, 2021, p. 152).  

Among personal rights issues, reproductive rights and specifically abortion was 

perhaps the most crisis-prone issue since the 1980s in Ireland, with crises including the ‘X’ case 
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in 1992, the ‘C’ case in 2010, and the death of Savita Halappanavar in 2012 highlighting the 

inadequacy of Ireland’s constitutional ban on abortion. Comparatively, party competition and thus 

substantial party attention to such questions have been driven by a conflict between a secular and 

a Christian position, which are often present in party systems with a historical church-state conflict 

(Engeli et al., 2012). However, these two opposing positions may also be integrated into the left-

right conflict, as in Spain, for example (Bonafont & Roque 2012). However, with neither a 

religious vs. secular, nor a left-right conflict line to attach a secular vs. Christian conflict to, the 

political conflict over these questions in Ireland – ending with referendums introducing these rights 

– has largely been a non-partisan conflict (Green-Pedersen & Little, 2021c) and has cut across 

party supporters (McGraw, 2015, p. 95). Without any clear conflict structure that these questions 

could be integrated into, they have not offered any clear vote-seeking or coalition-based incentives 

for the two major parties. Party attention to these questions has thus been very scant (see Green-

Pedersen & Little, 2021c for details).  

 

What have we learned? 

The Irish case presents a paradox. The absence of a dominant left-right conflict has led to limited 

attention to new political issues in the party system, i.e., a weak or non-existent second line of 

conflict. Thus, the particular way the conflict over independence structured the Irish party system 

almost a hundred years ago continue to be decisive for the way Irish party politics develops today. 

The key to understanding this paradox is to recognize the critical role played by competition 

between left-right based competition between large, mainstream parties. The importance of this 

factor has been neglected because it is largely a constant across West European party systems.  
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It is important to stress that this argument is not at odds with the focus of long-term 

transformation of West European party politics presented by Kriesi et al (2008; 2012). However, 

it offers a different theoretical starting point for understanding its impact on West European party 

systems. Rather than theorizing this as a question of a new second line of conflict generated by 

new political parties or “critical junctures”, this paper argues that this should rather be understood 

as a matter of how new political issues are integrated (or not integrated) into the existing political 

conflict structured by the left-right conflict between the large, mainstream parties. Thus, our 

argument does not suggest that new parties, electoral institutions, and crises are unimportant; 

rather, it suggests that they usually operate in a context of a strong left-right conflict that risks 

being taken for granted and thus ignored as a key condition for the emergence of new issues. It is 

possible that the left-right conflict may be understood as an insufficient but necessary part of an 

unnecessary but sufficient (INUS) condition (Mackie, 1965) for expansion to new politics issues.  

Related to this, the argument above also highlights the importance of the incentives 

large, mainstream parties face in terms of competing with each other, rather than focusing 

predominantly on competition between mainstream and challenger parties as for instance done by 

de Vries & Hobolt (2020).  Ireland is a perfect example of what they describe (2020, 86–110) as a 

successful issue avoidance strategy by mainstream parties. Yet, it is important to be aware of the 

conditions for this success: the absence of a clear left-right conflict between Fianna Fáil and Fine 

Gael, which implied weak incentives for issue expansion from the mainstream parties.  

We have emphasized vote- and office-seeking as the central theoretical assumptions 

concerning large mainstream parties’ motives in expanding conflict and paying attention to new 

issues. The case studies show that vote- and office-seeking have explanatory power, but our case 

studies also indicate that there is an ideational (or ideological) component to parties’ capacity and 
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willingness to take up these new issues. From this point of view, new issues don’t just arrive onto 

a blank slate, they are evaluated according to existing ideas and commitments. The vote- and 

office-seeking perspective does not preclude this ideational perspective; rather, we regard it as 

mostly complementary to it, as these ideational commitments are aligned with electoral and 

coalitional incentives. 
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Appendix 

Table A1: four ‘new politics’ issues and their subtopic content 

Issue Includes (subtopics) 

Personal rights 200 General Civil Rights, Minority Issues, and Civil Liberties  

201 Ethnic Minority and Racial Group Discrimination  

202 Gender Discrimination  

203 Discrimination on Grounds of Sexual Orientation 

204 Age (Older People) Discrimination  

205 Disability and Health Discrimination  

206 Voting Rights and Issues  

207 Freedom of Speech and Religion (includes Specific 

Religions) 

208 Right to Privacy 

209 Government Restrictions on Anti-Government Activities 

(Does not include Terrorism)  

211 Access to Government Information  

299 Other - Civil Rights, Minority Issues, and Civil Liberties 

350 Reproductive Health (incl. Abortion, Contraception) 

1208 Family Issues (includes Family Law and Domestic Abuse) 

 

Immigration 900 General Immigration, Integration, and Refugee Issues  

930 Entry, Stay, and Integration of Regular Immigrants 

931 Refugees and Asylum Seekers 

932 Nationality Acquisition and Citizenship 

933 Expulsions and Irregular Immigrants 

999 Other - Immigration, Integration, and Refugee Issues 

Environment 700 General Environment  

701 Drinking Water Safety, Water Pollution, and Water 

Conservation 

702 Water Supply 

703 Waste Disposal  

704 Hazardous Waste and Toxic Chemical Regulation, 

Treatment, and Disposal  

705 Air Pollution 

706 Global Warming 

707 Recycling and Waste Reduction 

708 Indoor Environmental Hazards  

709 Species and Forest Protection  

720 Noise Pollution 

711 Land and Water Environmental Conservation (includes 

Marine Environment) 

798 Environmental Research and Development  

799 Other – Environment 
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1902 International Resources Exploitation and Resources 

Agreement 

2100 General Public Lands, Natural Resources and Heritage 

2101 National Parks, Memorials, Historic Sites, and Recreation 

(includes the Management and Staffing of Cultural Sites) 

2103 Natural Resources, Public Lands, and Forest Management  

2104 Water and Sea Resources, including Ports and Harbours 

2100 General Public Lands, Natural Resources and Heritage 

2101 National Parks, Memorials, Historic Sites, and Recreation 

(includes the Management and Staffing of Cultural Sites) 

2103 Natural Resources, Public Lands, and Forest Management  

2199 Other -Public Lands, Natural Resources and Heritage 

European 

Integration/EU 

1910 EU 

 

 

 


