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Abstract
In this article, we examine party positions on sovereignty issues in European countries
based on an analysis of party supply. First, we develop an index of sovereignism reflecting
the multidimensional articulation and differentiated emphasis put by parties on sovereig-
nist issues. By applying the index to Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) data, the analysis
maps all EU member states. Second, we integrate in the analysis party- and country-level
data (including the orientations of domestic public opinion). Through multivariate regres-
sion analysis we show how party ideology, contextual factors and public mood favoured
the spread of party-based sovereignism in European countries.

Keywords: sovereignism; party positions; Chapel Hill Expert Survey; EU countries; index of sovereignism

The de-territorialization of the centres of power is a phenomenon that has certainly
weakened the decision-making authority of the state, creating, as a result, concern
within national societies about the capacity to see domestic demands addressed
with effective policies. In this context, a sovereignist political upsurge has become
more widespread within society, calling for a return to an order where states take
back control over laws, policy and international interactions, as well as over protec-
tion of the self-identified interests of the people.

This article examines party positions on sovereignty issues in European coun-
tries. In a context in which the values of sovereignty are increasingly reclaimed, res-
onate strongly with many voters and are brought to the centre of political
competition (Braun and Reinl 2023; Hainsworth 2016; Meijers 2017), our analysis
attempts to address the following research questions: (1) What are the main pat-
terns of party positioning on sovereignty issues? (2) Which parties have been the
main promoters of sovereignist claims and how have their competitors responded
to this challenge? (3) What are the main correlates of sovereignist party
mobilization?
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Based on an analysis of the public stance of parties, we will document the
patterns of penetration of sovereignist claims in the party systems of European
countries. The analysis will map all EU member states and allow us to produce
an account of the patterns of party contestation of sovereignist issues. Finally, we
analyse the main correlates of sovereignist party positions. For this purpose, we
integrate in the analysis party-level, country-level and public opinion data to
show how specific internal party factors, together with some contextual properties
and public opinion characteristics, constitute an ideal environment for the spread
of party-based sovereignist claims. More specifically, we show how party-level
characteristics together with the reception of some sovereignty issues within society
are associated with different party strategies.

The article is structured as follows: in the next section we formulate our hypoth-
eses based on a review of the literature. In the subsequent section we present our
data and method of analysis. In the remaining sections we discuss the main find-
ings of our analysis, including some considerations on their broader theoretical
implications.

Framework for analysis
A conceptual definition of sovereignism

The concept of sovereignism is surrounded by a certain degree of uncertainty.
Research is in fact still in its infancy and any attempt to study sovereignism requires
a preliminary conceptualization of the object at stake. First, we agree with Linda
Basile and Oscar Mazzoleni (2020) that sovereignism is not sovereignty. If it is
true that conflicts concerning sovereignty are ‘as old as the concept itself’
(Bickerton et al. 2022) and that the two concepts of sovereignism and sovereignty
are clearly connected, it is also worth clarifying that in our understanding sover-
eignism does not overlap with sovereignty, but is rather its ideological and social
interpretation.

Sovereignty refers to the political authority of governing bodies within a
bounded territory. In this perspective, the concept of sovereignty has mostly
been articulated in relation to the Westphalian state, referring to a form of organ-
ization of political power which is exerted within a clearly defined territory and pol-
itical community, and which does not recognize any kind of superior authority
(Keating 2003). In the context of liberal democracies, the concept of sovereignty
has been then specified in terms of popular sovereignty (Sassen 2008) where ‘sov-
ereignty … is an expression of the popular will; … such popular will is expressed
through mechanisms of representative democracy, on which liberal democracies
rely’ (Basile and Mazzoleni 2020: 152).

Sovereignism, instead, can be understood as claiming political control of the sov-
ereign people within the boundaries of the traditional nation state. As such, sover-
eignism emerges as a relatively recent phenomenon and as a reaction to processes
of de-territorialization and dispersion of state sovereignty. Economic globalization,
and political and institutional integration have progressively challenged the sover-
eignty of nation states (Grimm 2015; Sassen 2008). More intense fluxes of capital
and persons have reduced the capacity of the state to control its borders; at the
same time, a globally integrated economic and political system has often failed to
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be responsive to citizens’ demands (Basile and Mazzoleni 2020: 153). As a conse-
quence, these processes have displaced the traditional authority of the nation state
and have been perceived by large shares of citizens as detrimental.

All this has paved the way to sovereignism, which, as a claim, manifests itself as
the desire to ‘get back control’ (Kallis 2018), that is to return to the traditional
understanding of sovereignty based on the idea of mutually exclusive territories
defined by the traditional form of the state (Basile and Mazzoleni 2020: 154).
From the point of view of parties, sovereignist claims are articulated through posi-
tions in favour of a restoration of the power of the nation state, vis-à-vis supra-
national institutions and economic, political and cultural integration.1 All these
elements can co-exist and together they represent the most hard-line version
of sovereignism but, as we show in the article, it is also possible that only some
of these elements are present in one’s stance, pointing to different nuances of
sovereignism.

We conceive of sovereignism as a distinct concept compared to similar ones such
as populism. Populist discourses are imbued with sovereignist claims; however, the
latter can also be found among mainstream actors. The claim of restoring the
national autonomy of the British Conservative Party in the context of the Brexit
referendum is probably the most straightforward example of a sovereignist stance
promoted by an established political party.

Finally, we define sovereignism as a multidimensional concept (Basile et al.
2020). While in its most emblematic form the sovereignist claim can be reduced
to the idea of taking back control, it concerns different dimensions (and, as a con-
sequence, different sovereignist reactions). Basile and Mazzoleni (2020) identified
three dimensions of integration qualifying sovereignism which we borrow in our
study: political, economic and cultural.

As a reaction to political integration, sovereignist claims are articulated on the
very basic idea of restoring the control of the sovereign state over borders and
decision-making processes. With respect to economic integration, sovereignism
claims the restoration of the state authority over policy areas such as trade (promot-
ing the return to a protectionist approach) and monetary policies. At the same time,
it opposes economic globalization and integration in the international economic
system. As a reaction to cultural integration and contamination, sovereignism
appeals to the values of the native population which, with its tradition and culture,
is the only one entitled to constitute the political community (and so, to be the
legitimate holder of popular sovereignty and citizen rights). As we show in the art-
icle, the concept of sovereignism may combine claims of (reappropriation of) state
control on the political, economic and cultural dimensions in various ways and it
may create different sovereignist profiles.

The interplay between ideological predispositions and sovereignist party supply

Our party-level correlates of sovereignism focus on the ideological predispositions
of parties and the competition between mainstream and radical parties. We agree
with Giorgos Charalambous and colleagues (2021) that agency matters in issue
mobilization by virtue of the relevance of party-level characteristics. In this respect,
we consider ideology a first important factor as different party families exhibit
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distinct patterns in the evolution of their issue profiles. Firstly, we expect ideological
positioning along the left–right spectrum to predict the adoption of sovereignist
party claims.

The literature has consistently identified the greater predisposition of right-wing
parties and, even more so, radical right parties (RRPs) to incorporate national iden-
tity and sociocultural issues into their profile (Halikiopoulou and Vlandas 2019).
RRPs have pledged to reaffirm the sovereign authority of the nation state in funda-
mental policy domains, such as border controls and budgetary/economic preroga-
tives, rejecting at the same time the constraints imposed by globalization and
European integration. In doing so, they have expressed their support for national
identity against the cultural threats posed by multiculturalism (Basile et al. 2020).
Moreover, RRPs have claimed to restore economic sovereignty, linking this stance
to the prosperity of the national community, also adopting chauvinistic welfare
stances to make the native population the only recipient of social services (Otjes
et al. 2018). But, although central to RRPs, sovereignist claims are not exclusive
to them as, with different nuances, conservative parties may also decide to adopt
such claims, often to narrow the programmatic distance to challengers to their
right (Heinisch et al. 2020).

At the other end of the ideological spectrum, radical left parties (RLPs) are also
likely to rally citizens on sovereignist issues. RLPs have conceived of the nation state
as a hospitable environment for achieving their policy objectives, such as social pro-
tection and economic redistribution (Gerbaudo 2021; Halikiopoulou et al. 2012).
Their economic sovereignism stems from opposition to the neoliberal policies of
contemporary capitalism (March 2011). In particular, these parties have been com-
mitted to reasserting nation-state prerogatives on budgetary and fiscal policies,
often blaming the processes of globalization and European integration for the grow-
ing levels of economic inequality at the domestic level (Basile et al. 2020; Carrieri
and Vittori 2021).

It is worth noting that one of the corollaries of ideological sovereignism among
RLPs and RRPs has been their common opposition towards the European integra-
tion processes (Braun et al. 2019), although RLPs have often been divided on the
EU (e.g. Charalambous 2011).2 On the one hand, RRPs have mainly rooted their
Euroscepticism in culture-based explanations, such as the defence of nation and
the rejection of the free circulation of people within the EU (De Vries and
Edwards 2009). On the other hand, RLPs have ideologically grounded their
Euroscepticism within the economic (neoliberal) embodiment of the EU project,
which could be detrimental for the popular classes (Halikiopoulou et al. 2012).

In brief, the ideological position and level of radicalism along the left–right
dimension appear to be conducive to a more sovereignist party supply. Indeed,
we expect to find a higher degree of sovereignism at right-of-centre and at the
extremes of the left–right dimension:

Hypothesis 1a: The more we move to the right and the extremes of the political spec-
trum, the more we find sovereignist party claims.

In the last few decades, political parties have increasingly located themselves
along the so-called GAL–TAN dimension of political contestation (Hooghe et al.
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2002). The issue of national sovereignty appears to be a fundamental parcel of this
dimension, with those parties leaning towards the traditional, authoritarian and
nationalist (TAN) pole being likely to oppose supranational integration (Jackson
and Jolly 2021). Indeed, one of the core ideological commitments of TAN parties
has been the defence of the nation state against the transnational threats posed by
immigration and European integration. On the contrary, green, alternative and lib-
ertarian (GAL) parties have endorsed more cosmopolitan worldviews, compatible
with the free circulation of people and the deepening of European integration.
Therefore, we predict finding higher levels of sovereignism on the TAN side of
this dimension:

Hypothesis 1b: The more we move to the TAN side of the GAL–TAN dimension, the
more we find sovereignist claims.

The interplay between structural factors, public opinion and the sovereignist party
supply

Justification of sovereignist party supply has often focused on economic and socio-
cultural trends – namely, economic insecurity and cultural backlash – as drivers
that predispose society against supranational integration while creating, at the
same time, the demand for parties to act on the sources of social and economic dis-
tress and the logic of boundary construction (Hooghe and Marks 2009; Kriesi et al.
2006; Norris and Inglehart 2019).

Research shows that the perceived threat of outsiders, or outside powers, is often
associated with perceptions about economic, cultural and physical security (De
Spiegeleire et al. 2017). As to economic security, the economic changes induced
by interdependent economies and globalized markets and competition create a
sense of insecurity among the people who have been left behind (Scheve and
Slaughter 2004). In those countries with a high degree of economic interdepend-
ence (such as the EU countries), when the state of the economy worsens, public
reaction against interdependence may also involve the broader population (Broz
et al. 2021; Pappas and Kriesi 2015). Indeed, failure to address the distributional
consequences of economic shocks has been considered a key factor behind the
ascendance of sovereignism in the political supply (Colantone and Stanig 2019).
In such cases, the economic and political elites who promoted supranational inte-
gration have become a main target for a widespread resentment (Colgan and
Keohane 2017).

Hypothesis 2a: As the state of the national economy worsens, sovereignism in the
political supply increases.

The cultural backlash argument complements the economic explanations.
Liberal values have become increasingly embedded within (and reinforced by)
supranational institutions, such as the EU and other international organizations.
But many authors have documented a cultural backlash among the Western public
consisting of a reaction against the mainstreaming of liberal values (including free
movement of goods and people) and the resurgence of national identity. Shrinking
support for globalization and supranational integration, along with support for
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boundary construction and fear of immigrants, are considered a consequence of
such a backlash (Norris and Inglehart 2019; Oesch 2008). In particular, growing
immigration rates have triggered concerns about the loss of national identity and
negative attitudes towards European integration among citizens (Otjes and
Katsanidou 2017). Indeed, an increasing share of the native population has per-
ceived migration (and multiculturalism) to be a detrimental process for the social
cohesion and integrity of the national community (Tillman 2021). Terrorist attacks
have aggravated the perception that foreigners threaten the physical security of
natives (Böhmelt et al. 2020) and the peaks in the migration flows of the past dec-
ade have certainly intensified the backlash effect.

Hypothesis 2b: Peaks in immigration flows increase sovereignism in the political
supply.

Starting from the above premises, it is easy to understand that – given the impact
of multiple crises on the EU in the past decade – cultural resentment towards
cosmopolitan values, economic openness and immigration has become more
widespread in European countries (Ausserladscheider 2019). This turn of public
opinion has proved immensely important for the shaping of the European political
landscape of the recent past. Indeed, public opinion has become more vocal on the
activation of national identities and transfer of distrust from the national political
system to supranational governance. Sovereignty-related matters have also become
more relevant to people’s electoral choices (Tillman 2021).

It is difficult to predict which of the different party types is closer to the public
mood on sovereignty issues. Benjamin Ferland (2020) maintains that parties adjust
their position in line with changes in public opinion, depending on the party type
and the direction of change of the public. The niche actors (smaller parties with an
‘extreme’ ideology – i.e. the RLPs and RRPs) should be more responsive to any pol-
icy shift of their partisan base (Adams et al. 2006). Mainstream parties (larger orga-
nizations holding more centrist positions) should be more inclined to respond to
the changing positions of the median voter (Ezrow et al. 2011). But the question
is controversial and some authors maintain that European parties do not respond
to public opinion on any issue dimension, and their policy commitments are not
necessarily in tune with public mood (O’Grady and Abou-Chadi 2019) while policy
outcomes can be more important for the public. But with specific reference to sov-
ereignty issues, Luca Carrieri and Nicolò Conti (2023) show that parties are sensi-
tive to public mood and responsive to their electoral bases. Oscar Mazzoleni and
Gilles Ivaldi (2023) prove that sovereignist attitudes have a significant effect on
public support for the main advocates of sovereignist claims, namely RRPs.

We are also aware that the relationship between parties and voters is complex
and reverse causation is possible. Parties may respond to the public, but they
may also play an entrepreneurial role on different issues and influence the public.
The problem of who cues whom between demand and supply is theoretically intri-
cate and empirically difficult to demonstrate. In this work, rather than testing the
causal effect of public stances on party supply, we simply generate expectations
about their association.
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Hypothesis 3: The more sovereignist public opinion is, the greater the sovereignist
claims within political supply, with differences depending on party types.

Data and methods
The data

We test our hypotheses relying on the combination of three data sources based on
party, public and country levels covering 27 European states at two time points:
2014 and 2019.3 Our unit of analysis is at the party level, for which we derive
our measures from two waves (2014 and 2019) of the Chapel Hill Expert Survey
(CHES) data set. CHES data are used to position parties on multiple dimensions
and they are adapted to new conflict lines as they emerge, with the experts relying
on a multiple set of sources (such as speeches, roll-call votes, public debates,
manifestos etc.) to classify parties’ actual stances (Rohrschneider and Whitefield
2012). This data set, in particular, nicely fits the purpose of our research, as it
includes several items which separately tap into the three dimensions of our defin-
ition of party sovereignism, thus allowing us to develop a robust measure of the
concept. Then, at the public level, we made use of two standard Eurobarometer
studies surveyed in November 2014 (Eurobarometer 82.3) and in June–July 2019
(Eurobarometer 91.5), both including questions referring to sovereignty. Finally,
at the country level, we relied on official statistics.

Dependent and independent variables

Our main dependent variable is an indicator of party sovereignism. Coherently with
our definition, our index of party-based sovereignism is derived from the aggregation
of several CHES items. Specifically, in 2019 we take into consideration four items
which separately tap into our dimensions of sovereignism: party positions on the EU
integration process,4 nationalism, economic protectionism and multiculturalism. The
item on EU positions relates to sovereignism defined as a main characteristic of
Euroscepticism (Borriello and Brack 2019). The item on nationalism relates to sover-
eignism given that any call of ‘taking back control’ emphasizes lines of nation-statism
(Kallis 2018). Economic protectionism clearly reflects hostility to the loss of control
of the state over the economy and to the current trajectory of international trade
(Jedinger and Burger 2020). Finally, as to multiculturalism, assimilation of migrants
has been considered a way through which states shape newmembers’ values and iden-
tity and harmonize them with the state norms and principles (King et al. 2017). Thus,
state assimilation can be seen as a tool through which the state seeks to (re)impose itself
as the locus of control over the systems of values that build the fabric of society.

To assess whether these four items combine together in a conceptually consist-
ent manner, we first standardized them (M = 0; SD = 1) and then we performed a
confirmatory factor analysis. The results provided support for a one-factor solution,
with all the four variables displaying a factor loading higher than 0.3, with nation-
alism and multiculturalism being the most relevant components of our latent factor
(factor loadings being 0.96 and 0.90, respectively), followed by protectionism (0.50)
and EU integration (0.32).5 The Cronbach alpha scale reliability coefficient for the
four items is equal to 0.74. On this basis, we then summed up the four items to
create our additive index of sovereignism (our dependent variable).
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Unfortunately, the 2014 CHES data do not include all the items used to build up
our index in 2019. In particular, the economic protectionism item is missing. As a
consequence, in order to be able to rely on a proxy of sovereignism also in 2014, we
restricted our index to three items included in this wave (i.e. EU integration, multi-
culturalism and nationalism). To validate our 2014 proxy, we then correlated it with
our index of sovereignism as it was calculated in 2019. To do so, we reshaped the
CHES data from the usual long format into the wide format, with each column of
the matrix now recording information for each party in each of the analysed years.
The bivariate correlation coefficient is significantly strong (R = 0.75, p < 0.001), thus
providing clear evidence of the fact that the two indexes capture the same phenom-
enon (with some deficiency that may well be due to the likely variations of party
sovereignism over time). Furthermore, as a robustness test, we replicated all our
analyses using a perfectly symmetric (across 2014 and 2019) index of sovereignism,
combining only the three items which are included both in 2014 and 2019, and
excluding the economic protectionism item in 2019.

We conducted further robustness tests to validate our measures of party sover-
eignism. Since we define sovereignism as a continuum between two distinct poles
(i.e. sovereignism and anti-sovereignism), different nuances should be possible
between the two most extreme scores. If the items that we selected can operation-
alize the latent concept of sovereignism, they should load on the same factor, par-
ticularly for those (sovereignist and anti-sovereignist) parties located at the two
extremes of the continuum. Thus, we conducted a factor analysis considering
only those parties that fell within the top and bottom deciles of the party sovereign-
ism distribution (i.e. extreme sovereignist and anti-sovereignist parties). Then, we
performed the same analysis on the remaining observations, which included parties
falling between the top and bottom deciles of the distribution.

We observed that the results of the factor analyses were significantly stronger
when we restricted our data to the most extreme cases of sovereignism and anti-
sovereignism, compared to using the entire sample, or including only those
observations falling between the two extreme poles. Specifically, for the asymmet-
ric index in 2019 (which includes the economic protectionism item), we found
support for a one-factor solution both when we considered only the most
extreme parties and when we included all the other parties. However, the eigen-
value for the extracted factor was 3.5 in the former case, while it was 2.1 in the
latter case. Additionally, all factor loadings consistently pointed in the same dir-
ection for the most extreme cases and were all above 0.6. When we considered
parties falling between the top and bottom deciles, as we expected, the factor
loadings became more uncertain (the EU item fell below the conventional thresh-
old of 0.3).

We obtained similar results in the analysis of 2014. The factor analysis resulted
in a one-factor solution when we considered both extreme and the rest of parties,
but with different eigenvalues (2.8 in the former and 1.7 in the latter cases, respect-
ively). Among extreme parties, all items loaded on the same factor, with all factor
loadings above 0.9. However, the same was not true when we restricted our analysis
to parties that were less extreme. In this case, only nationalism and multiculturalism
loaded on the same factor with factor loadings above 0.9, while the EU item exhib-
ited a weak loading (01.) on the same factor.6

8 Davide Angelucci et al.
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Overall, these analyses confirm the existence of a latent sovereignist dimension
sustaining the most resolute stances (extreme sovereignism and anti-sovereignism)
built on all our selected items. The two poles of sovereignism and anti-sovereignism
can be effectively discriminated from the rest using the items we have chosen.

In addition to our index of sovereignism calculated in 2019 and 2014, we built a
variable measuring the variation of party sovereignism over time. This is done by
simply subtracting the party sovereignist score as measured in 2014 from the one
measured in 2019. To make the values of this variable more immediately under-
standable, we first rescaled the two indexes of sovereignism in 2014 and 2019 to
a range from 0 to 1 and then we calculated the difference between the two. This
yields to a variable with positive values for those parties which moved towards
more sovereignist positions in 2019 (compared to 2014) and negative values
otherwise.

As for our main independent variables, we measured the ideological location of
parties relying on the general left–right and the GAL–TAN position provided by
the CHES data set both in 2014 and 2019 (both variables ranging from 0 to 10,
where 0 = ‘Left/GAL’ and 10 = ‘Right/TAN’). We saw that in 2019 there is a stron-
ger correlation between GAL–TAN (R = 0.82) and our index of party-based sover-
eignism, than between left–right (R = 0.49) and the same index (Figures C1 and C2
in the Supplementary Material).

As for public positions, we built an index of sovereignism in public opinion out
of five items measured by the Eurobarometer both in 2014 and 2019. In particular,
we took into consideration the variables measuring the image citizens have of the
EU, globalization, free trade, protectionism and immigration. We selected these
items based on the assumption that holding a more negative image in each item
(and a positive one in protectionism) should favour support for border regimes,
thus for sovereignism (see also Karstens 2020). While the EU item is measured
on a five-point scale (ranging from 1 = ‘very positive’ to 5 ‘very negative’, with 3
indicating a ‘neutral’ position), all the others are measured on a four-point scale
(ranging from 1 = ‘very positive’ to 4 = ‘very negative’). We thus rescaled the five
items to range from 0 to 1 and we then summed them in an additive index (rescaled
to a range from 0 to 1). As a final step, we averaged this indicator by country in
order to get a measure of the scope of the public sovereignist mood in each country
in each year.

Additionally, to test the differentiated relationship between public demands and
sovereignist party supply, we included an interaction term between public opinion
sovereignism and party type. The party type variable has been operationalized as a
dichotomous variable (0 for RLPs/RRPs and 1 for mainstream parties – i.e. conser-
vative, Christian democrats, liberal, social democrats), relying on the CHES variable
that distinguishes between party families.

Finally, to measure the economic performance of countries and their exposure to
immigration, we relied on the Eurostat measures of GDP per capita (expressed in
purchasing power standards) and immigration rate (measured as the proportion,
in percentage, of immigrants over the total population in each country in each ref-
erence year).

We also included as control variables the electoral strength of each party in the
last general election and a variable accounting for regional differences across
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Eastern, Southern, and Western Europe. The electoral size of parties is included to
control for the differential incentives that different-in-size parties might have in
adopting sovereignist claims. Although we do not advance any formal hypothesis
in this respect, we expect that smaller parties might have major incentives to intro-
duce new issues into the political debate (as for them this should be relatively easier
and less risky) (Meyer and Wagner 2013). Along the same lines, we know that party
losers (i.e. those experiencing an electoral defeat) are also more likely to adopt
entrepreneurial issue strategies (Hobolt and De Vries 2015).

The variable for regional clusters is included to account for differences in the
dynamics and content of party competition across regions. The literature on
party competition has indeed shown that, while the logic of party competition in
Eastern and Western Europe is somewhat similar, it differs radically in terms of
content (Rovny and Edwards 2012). At the same time, the recent literature has
also shown that the structure of political conflict in Southern Europe (mostly domi-
nated by the economy and the conflict between old and new politics) differs from
the structure of conflict in North-West European countries (which is instead mostly
dominated by the EU and immigration issues) (e.g. Charalambous et al. 2021;
Hutter et al. 2018).

Modelling strategy

Our data are organized into a hierarchical structure. Our dependent variable is
measured at the party level (i.e. our unit of analysis), with parties then clustered
into 27 countries. At the same time, we use predictors which are measured both
at party level (i.e. left–right, GAL–TAN) and country level (i.e. public opinion
mood, economic performance and immigration rate). To account for this data
structure, we opted for the estimation of a series of OLS regression models with
clustered standard errors adjusted for the 27 European countries included in the
analysis.7

Analysis and discussion
Party sovereignism in 2014 and 2019

To test our hypotheses, we begin regressing party sovereignism over our main pre-
dictors separately for 2014 and 2019, using for 2019 both the symmetric index of
sovereignism and the asymmetric one. In so doing we should also gauge a dynamic
perspective by assessing how party sovereignism (and its correlates) has changed
over a five-year period. The results of these analyses are presented in Table 1.

In Models 1a and 1b, we assess the relationship between left–right party posi-
tions and party sovereignism in 2014 and in 2019, net of controls and using for
2019 the asymmetric index of sovereignism. In Model 1c we replicate the same ana-
lysis, but this time using the symmetric index of sovereignism for 2019. In all cases
we observe a positive and statistically significant coefficient, suggesting that both in
2014 and in 2019 right-wing parties were more likely to adopt sovereignist posi-
tions. In Models 2a, 2b and 2c we dig deeper into this relation, plugging into
our models a quadratic term for the left–right position of parties to account for
nonlinearity (as we suggested in H1a). In line with our hypothesis, when using
the asymmetric index of sovereignism, there is evidence of a statistically significant
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Table 1. OLS Regression Analysis with Clustered Standard Errors

2014 2019a 2019b 2014 2019a 2019b 2014 2019a 2019b 2014 2019a 2019b 2014 2019a 2019b

1a 1b 1c 2a 2b 2c 3a 3b 3c 4a 4b 4c 5a 5b 5c

Party level

Region

Continental Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline

Southern 0.058 0.058** 0.026 0.054 0.022 −0.001 0.017 0.016 −0.022 0.019 −0.007 −0.028 0.040 0.014 0.006

(0.037) (0.020) (0.024) (0.038) (0.029) (0.033) (0.039) (0.022) (0.031) (0.040) (0.028) (0.033) (0.051) (0.037) (0.039)

Eastern 0.035 0.044 0.025 0.047 0.079** 0.051 −0.036 −0.007 −0.025 −0.035 0.014 −0.010 −0.020 0.045 0.035

(0.034) (0.026) (0.030) (0.035) (0.027) (0.031) (0.025) (0.018) (0.021) (0.026) (0.018) (0.023) (0.045) (0.034) (0.0409)

Electoral
performance

−0.002 0.001 0.002 −0.001 0.002 0.003* −0.002 −0.001 0.001 −0.002 0.001 0.001 −0.002 0.000 0.001

(0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Left–right 0.055*** 0.046*** 0.064*** −0.025 −0.121*** −0.060* 0.004 −0.102*** −0.042* 0.004 −0.104*** −0.045*

(0.009) (0.006) (0.006) (0.020) (0.024) (0.025) (0.009) (0.018) (0.019) (0.009) (0.018) (0.018)

Left–right sq. 0.008*** 0.016*** 0.012*** 0.009*** 0.005* 0.009*** 0.005**

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

GAL–TAN 0.070*** 0.069*** 0.077*** 0.067*** 0.073*** 0.070*** 0.068*** 0.073*** 0.069***

(0.008) (0.004) (0.004) (0.009) (0.006) (0.006) (0.001) (0.006) (0.006)

Country level

Public
sovereignism

0.039 −0.005 −0.106

(0.453) (0.251) (0.280)

GDP per
capita

−0.000 0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
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Table 1. (Continued.)

2014 2019a 2019b 2014 2019a 2019b 2014 2019a 2019b 2014 2019a 2019b 2014 2019a 2019b

1a 1b 1c 2a 2b 2c 3a 3b 3c 4a 4b 4c 5a 5b 5c

Immigration
rate

0.068 0.003 0.006

(0.037) (0.012) (0.012)

Intercept 0.154* 0.173*** 0.094* 0.306*** 0.502*** 0.338*** 0.126* 0.109*** 0.082** 0.117 0.328*** 0.174** 0.068 0.286* 0.161

(0.063) (0.041) (0.041) (0.068) (0.058) (0.062) (0.050) (0.028) (0.027) (0.060) (0.045) (0.048) (0.244) (0.119) (0.127)

N 230 230 230 230 230 230 230 230 230 230 230 230 230 230 230

R2 0.308 0.259 0.420 0.342 0.419 0.495 0.590 0.659 0.711 0.591 0.720 0.724 0.603 0.723 0.728

Notes: Dependent variable: Party sovereignism in 2014 and 2019. Standard errors (in parentheses) are robust, adjusted for the 27 European countries included in the analysis. Predictors are
measured in the year of reference of the dependent variable. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
Source: CHES 2014 and 2019.
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nonlinear relation between the ideological position of parties and their sovereignist
stances in 2019. As is clearly observable in Figure 1, which reports the predictive
margins of left–right position on party sovereignism (as estimated in Model 2b),
sovereignism seems not to be ideologically one-sided. Although RRPs were cer-
tainly those displaying the highest degree of sovereignism (and centre-right parties
more so than left-wing parties), in 2019 both RLPs and RRPs were more likely to
display sovereignist positions than the more moderate political parties.

However, the same result does not hold in 2014 and it is only slightly significant
in 2019 when using the symmetric index of sovereignism (Model 2c). In 2014,
indeed, no significant curvilinear relation can be found between the left–right
position of parties and their sovereignist positions (Model 2a). In 2019, instead,
this result is fully confirmed only when the dependent variable incorporates
party positions on economic protectionism, while it is weakened when the eco-
nomic item is excluded. This seems to confirm that there exist different dimensions
of sovereignism, and that different kinds of parties are differently positioned on
these dimensions. While RRPs are relatively more sovereignist when considering
the cultural, economic and institutional dimensions of sovereignism altogether,
RLPs are more likely to adopt sovereignist positions when the economy is at
stake. But even when using the symmetric index of sovereignism, there are some
signs of a curvilinear effect of the left–right positions of parties on party sovereign-
ism in 2019, a clue that, between 2014 and 2019, left-wing parties (more than
right-wing parties) might have espoused more sovereignist positions.

One might hypothesize a contagion effect, with RRPs dragging RLPs to compete
on a newly politicized dimension. This argument is in line with the thesis that left
parties react to the surge of RRPs by adopting more restrictive positions on issues
such as immigration and EU integration (Bale et al. 2010). In this sense, among left

Figure 1. Predictive Margins of Left–Right Party Positions on Party Sovereignism (2019)
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parties, the Danish Social Democrats can be paradigmatic: when the immigration
issue reached a peak in the Danish agenda, first the Social Democrats tried to defuse
the issue, then as the issue remained highly politicized, they adopted more restrict-
ive positions (McManus and Falkenbach 2022). The same kind of contagion effect
has been documented in relation to the EU, with evidence showing that left parties
are the most likely to be affected by a Eurosceptic contagion from radical parties
(Meijers 2017). The counter-discourse against the hegemonic practices of the EU
has become intertwined with an increased focus on national autonomy (Eklundh
2018). A notable (more radical) example is France Insoumise (FI), which has
adopted a Eurosceptic populist stance to oppose the capitalist nature of the EU inte-
gration project. This party even pledged to take France out of the EU, while adopt-
ing more ambivalent positions on immigration (Ivaldi 2018). In Greece, SYRIZA is
another case in point of a leftist party opposing dominant EU politics and policy
(Serafis et al. 2022). According to Paolo Gerbaudo (2021), among leftist parties,
sovereignism made significant inroads, especially among RLPs as a strategy to
broaden their electoral support, notably among working-class constituents, to
weaken the social bloc behind the RRPs. He argued that RLPs have developed a
‘social protectivism’ identity; for example, in the aftermath of the Great
Recession, Podemos in Spain and FI in France claimed the supremacy of the
state vis-à-vis international private market forces considered to threaten the well-
being of the lower classes.

Contagion in the opposite direction is also possible. We should recall here that
on issues such as those pertaining to trade liberalization and international agree-
ments, the RLPs have often taken the lead (Tereszkiewicz 2021) and RRPs have
tried to adopt analyses and positions originally developed by the RLPs (Rone 2018).

Our data lead to partial acceptance of our hypothesis H1a: if it is true that in
2019 sovereignist positions were more likely to be adopted by both RRPs and, to
a lesser extent, by RLPs, this was not at all the case in 2014, when RRPs were clearly
taking the lead in voicing sovereignist positions. Therefore, H1 appears to capture a
process that is in the making and that may well document a fundamental pattern of
realignment in contemporary party systems.

The spread of radical left sovereignism is documented in Figures 2A and 2B
plotting the correlation between sovereignism variations between 2014 and 2019
and party ideology.8 In particular, in Figure 2A we built the party sovereignism var-
iations using, for 2019, the asymmetric index of sovereignism; in Figure 2B, instead,
for 2019 we used the symmetric index. In both cases we observe a negative associ-
ation, with RLPs (many of which scored above the 0 line) being more likely to shift
towards sovereignist positions in 2019 compared to 2014. Furthermore, in line with
our previous findings, it is clear that this association is stronger when using the
asymmetric index of sovereignism (Figure 2A) rather than the symmetric one
(Figure 2B). This confirms that although in general RLPs moved towards more
sovereignist positions in 2019, this shift is more clearly apparent when the eco-
nomic dimension is taken into consideration, as their sovereignism is mainly rooted
in economic protectionism and social protectivism.

In Models 3a, 3b and 3c we then assess the relationship between GAL–TAN and
party sovereignism. Empirical results confirm our expectations condensed in H1b:
both in 2014 and 2019, TAN parties were more likely than GAL parties to adopt
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sovereignist positions (independently of the construction of our dependent vari-
able). Thus, unlike what we have observed for the left–right ideological position,
over time sovereignism has remained a prerogative of TAN parties.

Figure 2A. Radical Left Party Positions and Variations in Party Sovereignism between 2019 and 2014
Note: Party sovereignism in 2019 includes the economic protectionism item.

Figure 2B. Radical Left Party Positions and Variations in Party Sovereignism between 2019 and 2014
Note: Party sovereignism in 2019 does not include the economic protectionism item.
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These results are even more interesting when the left–right and GAL–TAN posi-
tions are estimated simultaneously (Models 4a, 4b and 4c). Results show that in
2014, when controlled for the left–right position of parties, the positive effect of
GAL–TAN remains statistically significant, proving, once again, that TAN parties
were more likely to adopt sovereignist claims. However, the same does not apply
to the left–right position. Specifically, in 2014 the effect of left–right loses statistical
significance when controlled for the GAL–TAN position of parties. On the
contrary, in 2019 (Models 4b and 4c), both the curvilinear relation between the
left–right and party sovereignism and the linear relation between GAL–TAN and
party sovereignism are confirmed (with, again, results more neatly defined when
using our asymmetric index of sovereignism, Model 4b). This finding appears to
suggest that, in the period of time studied here, party sovereignism underwent a
relevant process of transformation: while in 2014 it was mostly subsumed under
the GAL–TAN dimension, it became a more articulated and cross-cutting phenom-
enon in 2019, gathering (together with traditional TAN and radical right parties)
also an increasing portion of radical left parties. These findings appear to confirm
the expectation of an increasing orthogonality between GAL–TAN and left–right of
which sovereignty issues represent an important parcel (Hooghe and Marks 2018).

Finally, in Models 5a, 5b and 5c, besides all the other predictors already dis-
cussed, we include our indicator of public sovereignism and two indicators for
the economic performance of the country (GDP per capita) and its exposure to
immigration (immigration rate), respectively. In no case can we find any significant
effect of these variables. More in detail, we find non-significant relationship of pub-
lic sovereignism (both in 2014 and 2019), GDP and immigration rate with party-
based sovereignism.9 However, it is interesting to note that, even when including
country-level predictors in our models, previous findings concerning the left–
right and GAL–TAN party positions are fully confirmed.10

Variations of party sovereignism over time

So far, we have analysed party sovereignism in 2014 and 2019 separately. In this
section we take a step forwards and we analyse variations in party sovereignism
over time. In particular, we take into consideration correlates of party shifts towards
more or less sovereignist positions. To do so, here we use as our dependent variable
the variation in party sovereignism obtained by the difference between party sover-
eignism in 2019 and in 2014 (i.e. Δ Party sovereignism). Accordingly, we use the
variations between 2019 and 2014 of our main independent variables.
Furthermore, to test the robustness of our results, we performed these analyses
using different operationalizations of our dependent variable. In Models 1–4
depicted in Table 2, we used as dependent variable the difference between the
asymmetric index of sovereignism in 2019 and our index of sovereignism in
2014; in Models 5–8, instead, we used the difference between the symmetric
index of sovereignism in 2019 and the index of sovereignism in 2014.

We first notice that neither the variations in the left–right nor the variations in
the GAL–TAN party position had a significant relationship with party sovereignist
shifts between 2014 and 2019 (Table 2, Model 1). Unsurprisingly, both the left–
right and GAL–TAN positions of parties remained rather stable over time
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Table 2. OLS Regression Analysis with Clustered Standard Errors

< Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Party level

Region

Continental Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline Baseline

Southern −0.060 0.012 −0.022 −0.121 −0.170 −0.101 −0.154* −0.266**

(0.080) (0.070) (0.081) (0.118) (0.083) (0.081) (0.074) (0.093)

Eastern 0.193* 0.079 0.085 0.089 0.186* 0.078 0.075 0.012

(0.085) (0.086) (0.084) (0.106) (0.090) (0.089) (0.076) (0.093)

Δ Electoral performance 0.004 0.005 0.004 −0.003 −0.001 0.001 −0.001 −0.003

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.007) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.007)

Δ Left–right 0.007 0.018 0.007 0.019 0.0325 0.044 0.032 0.086

(0.091) (0.094) (0.093) (0.133) (0.107) (0.110) (0.110) (0.140)

Δ GAL–TAN 0.098 0.090 0.089 0.042 0.121 0.112 0.111 0.030

(0.058) (0.054) (0.053) (0.050) (0.065) (0.062) (0.063) (0.056)

Party type (1 = mainstream) −0.642*** −0.442**

(0.153) (0.137)

Country level

Δ Public sovereignism 4.866** 3.697** 7.452 4.615** 3.275** 10.058*

(1.430) (1.129) (3.753) (1.615) (1.082)

Δ GDP per capita −0.000*** −0.000* −0.000*** −0.000***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
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Table 2. (Continued.)

< Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Δ Immigration rate −0.050 0.050 −0.038 0.073

(0.066) (0.098) (0.081) (0.073)

Interaction

Δ Public sovereignism × Party type −6.055 −9.019*

(4.366) (4.390)

Intercept −0.012 0.136* 0.195*** 0.654*** 0.025 0.165* 0.237*** 0.640***

(0.058) (0.055) (0.048) (0.117) (0.066) (0.064) (0.053) (0.111)

N 173 173 173 127 173 173 173 127

R2 0.070 0.100 0.115 0.224 0.102 0.128 0.148 0.158

Notes: Dependent variable: Δ Party sovereignism (2019–2014). Standard errors (in parentheses) are robust, adjusted for the 27 European countries included in the analysis. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01,
*** p < 0.001.
Source: CHES 2014 and 2019.
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(it would be quite implausible that parties would cross these ideological boundaries
in such a short period of time). Assuming that the left–right ideological position
remained substantially stable over time, it is now safe to conclude that the changing
effect of the left–right position on party sovereignism between 2014 and 2019 (with
a curvilinear relation becoming statistically significant in 2019) was genuinely due
to the fact that RLPs modified their sovereignist location within this span of time.
This might lead us to conclude that although sovereignism was not a cross-
ideological phenomenon until 2014, it became more so by 2019.

Even more relevantly, we find that changes of public opinion between 2014 and
2019 do have a positive and significant relationship with changes of party positions
in the same period (Table 2, Model 2). Specifically, evidence suggests that in those
countries where the public moved towards more sovereignist positions in 2019
(compared to 2014), political parties moved accordingly, thus demonstrating a con-
nection between public opinion and political parties on this dimension.
Furthermore, we find evidence of a significant and negative effect of country eco-
nomic performance variations on the variations in party sovereignism (Table 2,
Model 3). The negative coefficient for the GDP variation suggests that in those
countries which experienced an improvement of their economic performance
between 2014 and 2019, parties moved towards relatively less sovereignist
positions (for GDP per capita the coefficients are statistically significant but very
small due to the measurement of this variable and the fact that numbers are
rounded down). On the contrary, where economic performances worsened, parties
moved towards more sovereignist stances (H2a).11 Instead, and this time contrary
to our expectations, we do not find evidence of any significant relationship between
variations in immigration rates and in party sovereignist positions (H2b).

Finally, in Model 4 we included an interaction between party type and public
opinion to test our H3. The results of this analysis are presented in Figure 3,12

which shows the predicted sovereignist positions of RLPs/RRPs and mainstream
parties at different levels of public opinion sovereignism. Our results show that
as public opinion becomes more sovereignist, RLPs/RRPs become significantly
more sovereignist too. The same, however, does not apply to mainstream parties.
In other words, public opinion shifts towards more sovereignist stances have a
stronger relationship with the stance of radical parties. This finding demonstrates
that the more sovereignist public opinion, the stronger the sovereignist claims of
RRPs and RLPs compared to mainstream parties (H3).

It is finally worth noting that all these findings are robust to the different oper-
ationalizations of our dependent variable. Indeed, in Models 5–8 we replicated the
same analyses using the symmetric index of sovereignism and we arrived at estima-
tions which are fully consistent with the ones discussed so far.13

These results provide us with more information to assess the validity of our
hypotheses. Taking everything into account, we can confirm our H1a and H1b,
although with some caveats. While sovereignism has constantly been a prerogative
of TAN and RRPs (and, although less so, of right-of-centre parties in general), now
we know that it has also become an ideologically cross-cutting phenomenon, with
RLPs recently displaying comparatively more sovereignist positions compared to
ideologically centrist parties.
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As for hypotheses H2a, H2b and H3, the evidence is more mixed. While we can-
not establish a clear connection between our country-level variables (i.e. public
opinion, economic performance, immigration rate) and party sovereignism in
each specific year, there is enough evidence showing that, on average, changes in
party sovereignist positions are significantly correlated with some of these variables.
In particular, and in line with H2a, we found that better economic performances

Figure 3. Predicted Values of Party Sovereignism Variations between 2019 and 2014 among RLPs/RRPs
and Mainstream Parties at Different Levels of Public Opinion Sovereignism (95% CIs)
Note: Panel A considers the symmetric index of party sovereignism; Panel B considers the asymmetric index of party
sovereignism. In both cases, the dashed line indicates mainstream parties, while the solid line indicates RLPs/RRPs.
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depress, on average, party sovereignism; and, in line with H3, the changing orienta-
tions of public opinion are strictly connected to changes in party positions of RLPs
and RRPs, but not of mainstream parties.

Final remarks
Our data suggest that party-based sovereignism has changed over time in connec-
tion with, on the one hand, party agency (e.g. RLPs moving towards more sover-
eignist positions) and, on the other hand, broader contextual transformations
including the state of the national economy and public mood. We did not find
much evidence of party sovereignist claims being correlated with the immigration
rate in the different countries. The interplay between immigration attitudes and
sovereignism often appears independent of the immigration rate (see Stockemer
et al. 2020). A possible interpretation could be found in the work of Conti and col-
leagues (2019), who showed that – even among those subjects who demand stricter
policy and greater protection from unwanted migration – there could be a refusal to
adopt sovereignism and instead demand for EU initiatives, as the ability of the state
to find solutions to such large-scale problems may not garner sufficient trust.

We would like to emphasize the dynamic aspect of our findings. Through the
analysis of two points in time, we were able to document a realignment consist-
ing of the radical left’s uptake of those issues concerning sovereignty (with
greater emphasis on economic sovereignty) and an increased tendency of radical
parties to be in tune with the demands raised by society when they reclaim the
values of sovereignty. When we analyse RLPs’ and RRPs’ positional shifts, we
find that these are indeed associated with shifts in the mean position of
the public.

Finally, sovereignty issues appear to mobilize both citizens and parties. For sure,
sovereignty issues have become more profitable in the electoral market and thus for
party competition. All this evidence suggests that we are observing a phenomenon
in transformation that requires careful monitoring in the near future. Its very def-
inition may need to be expanded in light of recent developments, such as the logic
of European integration moving towards principles of autonomy and sovereignty as
a reaction to the geopolitical and technological challenges of the recent past.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/gov.2023.47.
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Notes
1 Some authors (see Crespy and Rone 2022) identify the specific institutions where sovereignty should rest
(i.e. national executives, national executives under the auspices of the European Commission, national par-
liaments), a problem that we do not address in the article.
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2 This is somewhat confirmed by our data. Of all the CHES items that we use to measure party sovereign-
ism (see the section on data and methods), the EU integration item is the one showing the highest degree of
dispersion among RLPs in both 2014 and 2019.
3 We excluded Malta from our country selection because of the low number of observations. For a
detailed description of variables and data sources see Appendix A (Tables A1 and A2) in the
Supplementary Material.
4 It should be noted that the concept of sovereignism has also been used at the European level, for example
in the context of the contention surrounding EU trade agreements with third countries (see Crespy and
Rone 2022). This is a level we do not consider in our analysis, which only deals with sovereignism con-
ceived as desire to get back control at state level (Kallis 2018).
5 Eurosceptics are not always sovereignist. Sometimes they are disappointed by the current trajectory of
integration and hold a preference for a different model, such as a social Europe, not necessarily less impact-
ful on national sovereignty. They blame, for example, the EU (especially the Commission) for having pro-
moted a policy agenda focusing on liberal market-building at the expense of socially minded regulation
(Crespy and Menz 2015).
6 The results of these analyses are reported in Tables A3 and A4, Appendix A, in the Supplementary
Material.
7 We are aware that multilevel modelling would probably be the best option to account for the hierarchical
structure of the data. However, the number of observations (i.e. parties) within each group (i.e. countries) is
not sufficiently large to arrive at accurate effect estimations.
8 Following Carrieri and Vittori (2021), radical left parties are those with a score < 2.5 on the CHES left–
right position item.
9 We also controlled for the party system salience of immigration obtained from CHES consisting of its
mean salience within the party system. No effect was detected, nor were our main findings substantively
modified by this systemic salience measure. Unfortunately, we were not able to replicate the test for
2014 as the CHES data set lacks the information. Results are reported in Table B1 in the Supplementary
Material.
10 We replicated these models including additional controls. At the country level we also included the
GINI index both in 2014 and 2019 (see Table B2, Appendix B, in the Supplementary Material). At the pub-
lic opinion level, we tested the effect of each single item of the additive index alone, both in 2014 and 2019
(see Tables B3 and B4). In no case did these variables prove statistically significant. These checks showed
that the main findings reported in the article are robust.
11 The magnitude of the effect is rather small; this may depend on the change to the GDP that occurred
between 2014 and 2019, and it is possible to imagine that if it was larger also the magnitude of the effect
would be greater.
12 Figure 3 depicts the results of our analysis using both the symmetric and the asymmetric index
of sovereignism (respectively Panel A and Panel B, with results derived from Model 4 and Model 8
of Table 2).
13 Once again, we replicated our models including controls for the GINI index and the single components
of the public opinion index of sovereignism (see Tables B5 and B6 in the Supplementary Material). With
only the partial exception of the variations in public opinion attitudes towards immigration (whose effect
on party sovereignism proved significant and in the expected direction, see Table B6), none of these vari-
ables had a significant effect on party sovereignist positions. The fact that the single items composing the
index do not yield significant effects when considered in isolation confirms (indirectly) the correctness of
our definition of sovereignism, a concept that can better be gauged through a combination of different
items (with these items combining differently in each specific party).
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