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1. Research-Puzzle 
 The European political space and the question of the dimensions in which 
European issues are being discussed has become a focus of scientific discussion in 
recent times. Since the late 1990s, a number of studies dealing with these questions 
have been carried out. However, at least until last year, surprisingly little attention has 
been paid to the empirical analysis of the political space in which the Council of 
Ministers makes its decisions (but see Mattila 2004; Zimmer et al. forthcoming) 

Spatial theory has shown that for the national level, structuring political spaces 
along only one or two ideological dimensions decreases the problems that arise due to 
limited information in the context of voting (e.g. Downs 1957; Budge 1994; 
Hinich/Munger 1993). For the national level, there is a broad consensus about the 
fact, that political contestation is structured mainly along a Left-Right dimension (e.g. 
Barnes/Kaase 1979; Downs 1957; Fuchs/Klingemann 1990). Some scholars argue that 
this schema has to be divided into an economic and a social left-right dimension (e.g. 
Kitschelt 1994; Franklin 1992). “But no one really doubts the critical importance of 
the categories of Left and Right in Europe” (Marks/Steenbergen 2002: 880). Hence, 
concerning the European political space, the consequential questions are: are 
European issues related to the dominant dimension(s) of national contestation? Or are 
they building up one or even more new dimensions of contestation – with all the 
associated consequences for the stability of the political system and the actors (e.g. 
parties, citizens) operating in it? 
 
2. Theory 
 For a long time, the European political space has been seen as dominated just 
by one dimension: the Integration-vs.-Independence dimension. More recent 
approaches like the Hix-Lord model and the Hooghe-Marks model have argued that, 
as the integration process has increasingly blurred the distinction between national 
and EU-level politics, contestation in Europe is structured along two dimensions: the 
Left-Right dimension and the Integration-vs.-Independence dimension (Hix/Lord 
1997; Hooghe/Marks 1999). Recent studies have shown clearly that the Left-Right 
schema indeed plays a decisive role in contestation about Europe (Marks/Steenbergen 
2004). However, they have also shown that neither the Hix-Lord model nor the 
Hooghe-Marks model are able to describe the European political space accurately – 
especially, as they say nothing about national contextual factors, that may lead to a 
break-up of the Left-Right dimension at the European level. Therefore, the research-
questions this study is dealing with are to which extent the Left-Right schema 
constrains (1) the actors positions during and (2) the outcome of the decision-making 
processes within the Council and (3) especially to which extent national contextual 
factors are leading to a break-up of the ideological Left-Right dimension and, 
moreover, to the emergence of further dimensions? 
 



3. Methods 
 Former studies on how decisions are taken within the Council have focused 
exclusively on quantitative approaches (e.g. Mattila 2004; Zimmer et al. 
forthcoming). However, the methods used in these studies cannot really answer the 
question of which role the Left-Right scheme effectively played during the 
negotiations and the decision-making processes and which factors lead to a break up 
of the left-right dimension. To answer this question, a qualitative approach – most 
likely qualitative expert-interviews – seems to be more appropriate. However, this of 
course means that only a few cases can be analyzed this way. Therefore the aim is to 
choose about two or three EU-directives out of a certain policy-area where the 
hypotheses formulated in this study would expect te left-right dimension either to play 
an important role or to be broken up by national contextual factors. 
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