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Riassunto Abstract

La geografia delle modalità di voto elettorali europee della Sinistra 
non possono essere comprese senza considerare le storie politiche 
nazionali. Gli schemi di distribuzione spaziale dei voti non rappre-
sentano solo riflessi meccanicistici delle attuali strutture regiona-
li. Elementi quali le mediazioni sociali, innervate a livello nazionale 
e regionale, rappresentano delle determinanti molto forti di questi 
schemi e spiegano, attraverso complessi meccanismi di persistenza 
(o isteresi), le relative preferenze, anche quando le strutture di classe 
e le basi economiche delle regioni, così come le posizioni politiche 
dei partiti, siano state oggetto di cambiamenti drammatici. Anche se 
alcune tendenze sembrano andare nella direzione dell’omogeneizza-
zione delle mappe elettorali a livello nazionale, permangono tuttavia 
dei contrasti regionali, spesso esplicabili solo attraverso queste de-
terminanti ereditate dal passato. 

The geography of the European electoral patterns (here those of the 
Left) can surely not be understood without taking into considera-
tion the national political histories. The spatial patterns are not at all 
mechanistic reflections of the present regional class structures. Social 
mediations, nationally and regionally embedded, are strong determi-
nants of these spatial patterns and explain, through complex hyster-
eses, their relative permanences, even when the class structures and 
the economic basis of the regions, as well as the political positions 
of the parties, have known dramatic changes. Even if some trends 
appear towards more homogenization of the electoral maps at the 
national levels, regional contrasts remain, often only explainable by 
these inherited determinants.
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the Left, although that is no longer exactly true as the 
new Extreme-Right presents specific regional patterns 
and an electorate which can partly come from tradi-
tional Leftist popular voters, or at least been recruited 
in former Leftist regions). 

Figure 1 presents the electoral pattern of the Euro-
pean Left (Social-Democratic, Extreme-Left and Ecolo-

The geography of the Left in Europe

Can the geography of the Left be explained, in a global 
European perspective? (The same question can be asked 
for the geography of the Right, which has been tradi-
tionally the complement and the negative of the one of 

fiGure 1 – The electoral pattern of the Left (Extreme-Left + Social-Democrats + Greens). 2009 European elections and nearest legislative 
elections for Iceland, Norway, Switzerland and Croatia.
The areas of the territorial units are proportional to their population.
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(which is in fact fortunately truer for Leftist parties than 
for the others).

However, this geographical pattern is difficult to in-
terpret considering:
– that the rates of abstention are very different from 

one country to another and higher at the European 
polls than at the national ones;

– that if the elections take place at the same time 
through the whole European Union, their places 
within the national political agendas and cycles are 

gists parties1) for the 2009 European elections (plus the 
national elections in Iceland, Norway, Switzerland and 
Croatia). Considering the European elections presents 
the advantage of producing an instantaneous overview 
through a large set of European countries. Also parties 
belonging to the same political groups at the European 
Parliament are supposed to have quite similar positions 

1 The Basque pnv is included in the Left due to its position 
during the Spanish Civil War, as well as the svp in South Tyrol, 
belonging now to the Leftist coalition in Italy. 

fiGure 2
The electoral 
pattern of the Left 
(Extreme-Left + 
Social-Democrats 
+ Greens). 2009 
European elections 
and nearest 
legislative elections 
for Iceland, Norway, 
Switzerland and 
Croatia. Results by 
comparison to the 
national averages. 
The areas of the 
territorial units 
are proportional to 
their population
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a political-conjunctural analysis: the weight of the par-
ties in each region at different periods is only character-
ized by the level of these parties by comparison to their 
national average score at the same elections, not taking 
any account of the national fluctuations of their results. 
This methodology avoids some of the difficulties listed 
here above (even if not all). 

To close this introduction, let us add that if the Left 
is sometimes considered here as a whole, its three com-
ponents often show separate spatial patterns, possibly 
contrary.

In some countries, the geographical pattern of the 
Extreme-Left seems to be quite similar to the one of 
the Social-Democrats, with the Extreme-Left amplify-
ing the results of the Left as a whole in the “red areas”. 
For instance, the correlations are significantly positive 
between the relative positions of Die Linke and the spd 
in Western Germany in 2009 (r = 0,68), of the pcf and 
the sfio in France in 1958 (r = 0,49), or between the 
results of Mélanchon and Hollande at the first round 
of the presidential elections in this country in 2012 (r = 
0,54), or in Spain between iu and the psoe in 2011 (r = 
0,46). It was also historically the case in Belgium where 
the former small Communist party was the strongest 
in the strongholds of the dominant Socialist party. But 
in other cases, Extreme-Left and Social-Democrats are 
mutually exclusive, with different regional or class his-
torical bases (in Germany as a whole, in 2009, r = -0,27 
between Die Linke and the spd ; in Italy in 1983, r = 
-0,31 between the pci and the Socialists). 

Considering now the Social-Democrats and the 
Greens, there is not any significant link in Germany, 
in France or in Spain, and the geography of the Greens 
presents even a negative correlation with the one of the 
Extreme-Left. Even if the self-positioning of the Green’s 
electorate is similar on a Left-Right axis to this one of 
the Socialist electors, the socio-territorial contents of 
both political families are different.

Two basic explanatory hypotheses (Table 1)

Let us start from two basic, mechanistic, hypothesis, 
considering firstly that the individual electoral behav-
iours should be reflecting the “objective” class position 

different. Often the European elections are consid-
ered by some electors as an opportunity for sending 
out a protest vote, without too much consequences;

– that the pattern reflects the specificities of the na-
tional political cultures: the Polish working-class and 
Leftist voters have not the same political backgrounds 
and attitudes than German, British or Italian ones; 

– that, even if less than among the Centre-Right and 
the Right, the nature of the Social-Democratic par-
ties is differentiated, from labour or former labour 
parties (like in Britain) to republican Centre-Left 
parties (in Greece and now in Italy), or from strongly 
organized Social-Democratic parties (in Germany or 
in French-speaking Belgium) to parties issued from 
the former State nomenklatura (like in Romania). In 
some countries, the Greens have merged with a part 
of the former Communist or Extreme-Left parties, in 
other countries they are more exclusively linked to 
post-modern middle classes. The positioning of the 
average Leftist electors on a Right – Left scale are 
quite different from one country to another, as is 
the positioning of the parties themselves, consider-
ing the content of their programs (A.H. Trechsel & P. 
Mair, 2009; EVS variable reports, 2008; C. Vander-
motten & al., 2011). 

Therefore, we will examine here the regional patterns of 
the Leftist parties only by comparison to their national 
average scores (Figure 2). This study is focused on some 
big Western European countries (Germany, France, Italy, 
Spain, with some considerations about Belgium), with 
the perspective of examining if structural permanences 
can be observed and explained on the long term (at least 
from the end of World War II). The geographical scale 
used for this focus is the one of the Regierungsbezirke 
in Germany2, the departments in France, the provinces 
in Spain and Italy. So, it is a regional-structural and not 

2 With some subdivisions in the focus to isolate metropolitan 
areas from the more rural parts of some big Regierungsbezirke, 
for instance Stuttgart metropolitan area from the rest of North-
Wurtemberg, or Munich metropolitan area from the South of 
High-Bavaria. Rhine-Ruhr and the Cologne metropolitan areas 
are isolated from the rest of the North-Rhine Westphalian territo-
ry. Some Länder which are no more divided in Regierungsbezirke, 
like Saxony or Saxony-Anhalt, were remained cut up. Berlin is 
divided between East and West. 
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most cases they don’t have any historical and sociologi-
cal links with the organized worker’s movements. 

Considering the results of the 1999 European elec-
tions, the correlation between the global Extreme-Left 
and Social-Democrats results and the percentage of 
manufacturing in the gdp is not significant. At the re-
verse, the correlation between these positions and the 
percentage of the market and financial services in the 
gdp, supposedly being a proxy of the importance of the 
wealthiest tertiary globalized economy is effectively 
negative (r = -0,26), but only weakly and not signifi-
cant at the level of most of the countries considered 
individually. The correlation with unemployment rates 
is slightly positive and significant at the whole Western 

of the voters, and secondly that these individual class 
rationalities should be reflected in the spatial electoral 
patterns, as a transposition of the class structure and 
the economic situation of the regions. 

The first mechanistic hypothesis: the (traditional) 
Left is the political expression of the working class

Are Extreme-Left and Social-Democrats together, from a 
spatial point of view, a political expression of the regions 
where the working class is strongly present and/or of the 
poor and declining regions? We don’t consider here the 
Greens, even if it appears from the self-positioning of 
their electors that they pertain to the Left, because in 

table 1 – Empirical checking of the two basic hypotheses. Correlation (r) between the relative position of the Extreme-Left and the 
Social-Democrats (hypothesis 1) and of the Greens (hypothesis 2) and independent variables supposed to reflect the class structure and 
the economic situation of the regions. Results of the 1999 European elections

Hypothesis 1 : Social-Democrats and Extreme-Left are the political 
expression of the working-class and the poor and in crisis regions

Hypothesis 2 : the Greens are (at least partly) the 
political expression of a new well-educated middle 
class, originating from wealthy spheres and living in 

prosperous central regions 

GDP/inhab.
Unemployment 

rate

Percentage of the 
secondary sector 

in the GDP

Percentage of the 
merchant and 

financial services 
in the GDP

GDP/inhab.
Unemployment 

rate

Percentage of the 
merchant and 

financial services 
in the GDP

Western Europe 
as a whole

- 0,32 0,27 ns - 0,26 0,44 - 0,24 0,16

United Kingdom

Netherlands

Belgium

France

Germany

Austria

Switzerland

Denmark

Sweden

Norway

Finland

Portugal

Spain

Italy

Greece

ns

ns

ns

- 0,25

- 0,39

0,92

0,34

…

- 0,53

ns

ns

ns

- 0,55

ns

ns

0,58

0,67

0,82

ns

0,74

ns

…

…

0,77

…

ns

0,77

0,63

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

- 0,34

0,84

ns

- 0,55

0,40

ns

ns

- 0,46

ns

ns

ns

ns

- 0,54

ns

ns

ns

0,69

ns

ns

- 0,54

ns

ns

ns

-0,29

ns

ns

0,48

ns

ns

0,69

0,80

ns

ns

…

ns

0,65

0,90

0,59

0,61

0,23

...

- 0,32

ns

0,74

- 0,51

- 0,55

ns

…

…

ns

…

- 0,71

0,48

- 0,43

- 0,25

...

0,59

ns

ns

0,57

0,51

0,86

ns

…

ns

0,87

0,85

0,66

…

0,17

...

ns = non significant ; in bold data confirming the hypotheses
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Greens and  the percentage of the market and financial 
services in the gdp is low and unsignificant at the Eu-
ropean scale (r = 0,16), but these correlations are very 
good in each country (Germany : 0,51 ; France : 0,57 ; 
United Kingdom : 0,59), if not in Italy and in Spain, but 
the Greens are very weak in both latter countries. 

In conclusion, the two hypotheses are only very in-
completely confirmed. They are surely not sufficient 
to explain the electoral patterns of the European Left. 
The hypothesis concerning the Greens is however bet-
ter proved than the first one. The individual political 
behaviours are not traced mechanically on the self-pro-
claimed positions of the parties, as defenders of one or 
another social group, and moreover the spatial electoral 
patterns are reproducing long-term socio-political me-
diations nationally and locally embedded. 

A complex set of explanations 

Understanding of electoral patterns implies taking into 
account various long-term explanatory factors, linked 
to the peculiarities of the social and political histories 
of the different countries. 

So, the explanations for the electoral pattern of the 
Left are manifold, and differ from one national situ-
ation to another (S.M. Lipset & S. Rokkan, 1967; M. 
Dogan, 1996). Let us examine different factors deter-
mining the strength of the Left.

The impact of an early industrialisation 
(mainly heavy metallurgy and mining)

This factor connects to a certain extent to the mecha-
nistic hypothesis evoked above: the Leftist vote as a 
political expression of the working class. But it is truer 
for the metallurgical and coal-mining regions (and for 
the harbours) than for the textile regions. Considering 
the European electoral results in 1999 and 2004, but 
structural data for 1980, that is before the definitive 
collapse of coal-mining and large parts of the steel in-
dustry in many early industrial regions, the percent-
age for the Left in the Western European regions where 
basic metallurgy counted for less than 2 % of the GDP 
was 40,8 % (index 98) and in those where this percent-

European level (r = 0,27), but not within countries like 
France, Austria, Finland, Italy and Greece. Finally, the 
correlation with gdp/inhabitant is globally significant 
and negative considering Western Europe as a whole 
(r = -0,32), but at the national level it is only significant 
in France, Germany, Sweden, Spain, while positive cor-
relations even appear in Switzerland and Austria.

So, the first hypothesis is not entirely false, but only 
weakly confirmed and surely not in the mechanistic 
sense in which this assertion has been used for decades 
as a very absolute statement and slogan by the Commu-
nist and Socialist parties. This assertion had also been 
confuted by political scientists long ago (S.M. Lipset & 
S. Rokkan, 1967; S. Rokkan, 1970; S.W. Rae & M. Tay-
lor, 1970; M. Franklin, 1992; M. Dogan, 1996; G. Evans, 
1999; N.D. de Graaf & P. Nieuwbeerta, 1999; T.N. Clark 
& S.M. Lipset, 2001), even if it remains true that the 
probability for a worker to vote for a Social-Democratic 
or Communist party is generally, in each country, high-
er than among more affluent segments of the elector-
ate. But the attitude of the working class can be deeply 
influenced by the existence or not of the Christian-De-
mocracy and by many other social mediations. The as-
sertion is also weakened today as the Social-Democratic 
parties have slipped to the Centre-Left and smoothed 
radically their discourses, or at least tried to increase 
their influence among the new tertiary middle-classes, 
in particular among the non-market services sector. 

The second hypothesis: the Greens are the political 
expression of (at least a part of) a new well-
educated, post-Fordist, middle class, living in 
prosperous central regions and mainly working 
in the non-market services sector (R. Inglehart, 
1993; H. Kriesi, 1998).

At the Western European scale, the positive correlation 
between the relative position of the Greens and the level 
of the gdp/inhab. is quite good (r = 0,44), and the corre-
lations are yet stronger at the national scale in most of 
the largest countries. At the reverse, the correlation be-
tween the relative scores of the Greens and unemploy-
ment rates is significantly negative at the Western Eu-
ropean scale (r = -0,24), and in all the largest countries. 
Paradoxically, the correlation between the results of the 
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This influence of the Church on the electoral behav-
iours is not present in Protestant (and Anglican) coun-
tries, where the development of the political weight of 
the bourgeoisie and after that of the socialist movement 
during the XIX Century was not on a par with the de-
velopment of anticlericalism.

The German case illustrates very well the impact of 
Catholicism on the level of the Left (Table 3). It is worth 
underlining that this differential impact remains, even 
if religious practices were strongly declining between 
1949 and 2009.

table 3 – Relative level of the Left in Western Germany 
and standard deviations between brackets 
(Western Germany without Saarland and Berlin = 100)

1949 2009

Protestant regions (13 regions) 106,3 (20,6) 109,8 (16,7)

Idem, including Eastern Germany 
(26 regions)

... 125,7 (25,2)

Mixed regions (7 regions) 100,0 (16,0) 102,8 (15,9)

Catholic regions (13 regions) 71,5 (14,8) 84,5 (23,1)

The metropolitan Left

If the traditional “red belts” around or “red districts” 
inside some big capital cities have faded, as a conse-
quence of the collapse of metropolitan manufacturing, 
these main metropolitan areas remain generally more 
Leftist than the national averages (and than their afflu-
ent suburban areas), but on renewed bases. This renewal 
of the metropolitan Left has two very different and not-
linked social bases: on the one side, “poor” people from 
the recent immigration, a popular basis but very differ-
ent from the former local working class; on the other, 
gentrifiers and well-educated (young) people working 
mainly in the (non-market) tertiary sector. This last cat-
egory is in particular voting for the Greens, at least in 
the countries where this political family is well implant-
ed. This also means a very difficult programmatic ex-
ercise for the Socialist parties if they want to keep both 
segments of their electorate. The only exceptions to this 

age was higher 44,8 % (108). In the early industrial-
ised coal-mining or metallurgical regions, it was 47,6 % 
(118), against 41,7 % (98) in the other regions.

The impact of Catholicism

In Catholic regions, the impact of industrialisation can-
not be analysed outside considerations on the time of 
its beginning. Regions were industrialisation (and the 
working class organizations going with it) was strongly 
implanted before the promulgation of the encyclical De 
Rerum Novarum (1891) are more Leftist than regions 
industrialised later on. In this case, the Catholic Church 
disposed already of the tools for framing the working 
class through Christian worker’s movements and possi-
bly later on through Christian-Democratic trade unions 
and parties (P. Marissal, P. Medina Lockhart, C. Vander-
motten & G. Van Hamme, 2007).

This influence persists even if the attendance to the 
mess is now low everywhere through Europe. Consid-
ering the results of the Left at the European elections 
in 1999 in the Catholic regions of Western Europe and 
the level of practice at the beginning of the Eighties, 
the correlation is negative and much stronger than 
the (positive) one observed with the importance of the 
working class (or with any other explanatory factor) 
(Table 2). For Catholic Western Europe as a whole it is 
-0,54 (- 0,21 in France; - 0,40 in Spain; -0,59 in Italy ; 
-0,60 in the Catholic parts of Germany; -0,60 in Portu-
gal; -0,63 in Belgium; -0,82 in Austria).

table 2 – Correlation (r) between the relative level of the Left and 
the religious practice in Catholic areas

Catholic Western Europe as a whole - 0,54

Belgium

France

Germany

Austria

Portugal

Spain

Italy

- 0,63

- 0,21

- 0,60

- 0,82

- 0,60

- 0,40

- 0,59

all the coefficient are significant
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the history of the class relations with the big landlords 
(and the Church, if it was strongly allied to the big own-
ers and possibly was big owner itself). So, if in Spain 
the results of the Left are well higher in the Southern 
latifundia regions than the national average (106 %), 
and so yet more clearly in Portugal, the reverse occurs 
in Italy (92 %). In Southern Italy, the growing depend-
ence on the State has allowed the Southerner Christian-
Democracy to play an important role through formal 
and informal networks. 

The traditional dominance of tenant farming does 
not imply specific political attitudes, if not Centrists.

Finally, traditional small property regions are often 
less favourable to the Left (Italy : 83 % ; Spain : 91 % ; 
it is the case also in Belgium and in Germany, but it 
is not significant in France). The Rightist character of 
this kind of regions can be linked to the fact that the 
Catholic clergy was not seen there as being in land-
owners’ service, but at the opposite was close to local 
communities, framing, supervising and educating them 
(A. Siegfried, 1913; P. Marissal, P. Medina Lockhart, C. 
Vandermotten & G. Van Hamme, 2007).

The core-periphery cleavage

Peripheral or declining regions can be Leftist regions, 
but mainly when these peripheral regions have got si-
multaneously a strong cultural or historical identity, 
opposed to the national cores, considered as “coloniz-
ing”, and when they were political but not economic 
peripheries, even if they possibly now become shrink-
ing early industrial regions. It is the case for Scotland, 
Wales, Catalonia, Basque county, Wallonia, and more 
recently Eastern Germany. 

At the reverse, remote regions are generally more 
oriented towards a traditional Right, either when they 
are not characterized by a linguistic-cultural strong 
identity, or more if these political attitudes are rein-
forced by a dominance of the small farming ownership. 
It is for instance the case in the Alpine regions.

The impact of former familial structures

This a another good example of hystereses, even if 
this impact has to be considered with caution. E. Todd 

over-representation of the Left in the main metropolitan 
areas are Milan (but not if taking Northern Italy as the 
average), Madrid (but not if taking Central Spain as the 
average) and Stockholm.

However, this rule is not true in Central-Eastern Eu-
rope: here, at the reverse, metropolitan areas are in gen-
eral more Rightist than the national averages: in these 
countries, the capital cities gather the “winners” of the 
economic transition, as they are the nodes of the par-
ticipation of these economies in the networks organ-
ized from Western Europe and the best-equipped places 
for high-level services. But the Rightist character of the 
capital cities in Central-Eastern Europe is related to the 
weight of a neo-liberal, cosmopolitan Right, and less to 
a traditional rural or populist Right (or Extreme-Right), 
as it is in the remote, often Eastern, regions of these 
countries (South-Eastern Poland, Eastern Slovakia, ru-
ral Hungary). That is perhaps why Budapest is an ex-
ception, being more at the Left than the rest of Hun-
gary: on the one hand the Hungarian Socialist party 
has very neo-liberal positions and gathers people from 
the former nomenklatura who were, even before 1989, 
very open to the development of a free market; on the 
other hand, the dominant Hungarian Right (and obvi-
ously still much more the Extreme-Right) defends very 
conservative, traditional and populist positions, which 
does not fit well with the aims of a new neo-liberal 
open-minded bourgeoisie. 

The heritage of the former agrarian structures

It is interesting to consider the impact of this factor, 
even in regions where in the meantime the percentage 
of farmers in the active population is now very low. 

Share-cropping was an agrarian regime implying 
distrust between the owners of the land and the share-
croppers. Even if this regime disappeared long ago, 
traditional share-cropping regions in Western Europe 
remain significantly more Leftist regions. Using the av-
erage of the 1999 and 2004 European elections relative 
scores, it appears that the results of the Left in the tra-
ditionally share-cropping regions are 121 % of the na-
tional average scores (122 % in Italy, 112 % in France). 

In the traditional latifundia regions, things are not 
so clear and the scores of the Left seem to depend on 
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geography of the familial structures proposed by Todd 
is built on quite weak empirical materials, … including 
sometimes the political patterns.

table 4 – Relative level of the Left 
(by comparison to the national averages = 100) 
in the regions of the familial typology, as defined by E. Todd

Type of region Extreme-Left
Social- 

Democrats

Inegalitarian nuclear families 76 90

Egalitarian nuclear families 98 96

Patriarchal-authoritarian families 68 108

Community families 131 127

Community with matrilinear forms 141 120

(1990) emphasizes the impact of the former familial 
structures on the social and political attitudes. He ar-
gues that the European familial structures can be char-
acterized either by egalitarian or inegalitarian rules, in 
particular concerning legacy, and either by nuclear or 
more enlarged, community, structures. His argument is 
that community structures favour the Left and the Ex-
treme-Left (like in Southern Portugal, Southern Spain 
or Central Italy), that inegalitarian structures (with the 
right of primogeniture, meaning a social acceptance of 
inequality and the duty for the younger childrens to 
find a job on a self-made basis) favour the Right (like in 
England), and that egalitarian nuclear structures deter-
mine in-between Centrist political attitudes, like in the 
Parisian basin. The evidence seems surely confirming 
this hypothesis (Table 4), but the problem is that the 

fiGure 3
Map of the familial structures 
in Western Europe, according to E. Todd (1990)
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Considering only the results of the elections from 
the end of World War II in some big European countries, 
it appears that the permanences are higher where Leftist 
parties and their associated pillars are more structured 
and embedded in local territories. The organisation of 
the parties and their pillars is the strongest in French-
speaking Belgium and Germany, then in Italy (due to 
the former pci), then in Spain and finally the weakest 
in France (taking also into account the collapse of the 
pcf), where from the very beginning the Socialist par-
ties relies more on the petty bourgeoisie than on the 
blue-collars (F. Sawicki, 1997). That is exactly the order 
in which these countries can be ranked concerning the 
correlation between the geographies of the Left through 
different time intervals (Table 5).

The negative coefficient in Flanders renders an ac-
count of the historical weakness of the Socialist fram-
ing structures in this part of Belgium, where they were 
strongly competed by the Christian-Democratic ones, 
and in consequence the incapability of the Socialist 
party to keep its local influence when this traditional 
blue-collars basis was weakened. At the reverse in Wal-
lonia, the Socialist framing structures were and often 
remain hegemonic. 

Breaks in the geographical patterns of the Left can 
also be related to the emergence of a populist Extreme-
Right competition, for instance in France where the fn 
reaches good scores in former industrial belts or in red 

Permanence and transmission factors

It appears clearly from the previous considerations that 
many explanations depends on hystereses. An hyster-
esis is a present situation or mechanism reflecting past 
causes: it provides long-term historical, materialist rea-
sons for phenomena too often only referred to “social 
attitudes” or “mentalities”, not otherwise explained. The 
hystereses are the product of processes of self-repro-
duction of the socio-political phenomena, conveyed 
through the bias of the family, the vicinity, the edu-
cation, the social organizations (trade unions, welfare 
structures), the local political authorities, etc. 

The Belgian case offers a good illustration of the 
weight of such social structures inherited from the early 
industrialisation period, in the framework of a bilin-
gual country (thus with different media and socialisa-
tion processes) and an industrialization taking place be-
fore De Rerum Novarum in the French-speaking South, 
mainly after in the Dutch-speaking North. So, now in 
Belgium, the Socialist vote is not correlated to the pre-
sent geography of metallurgic manufacturing, but the 
present geography of the Socialist pillar (Socialist trade 
unions, mutual insurances, etc.) is well correlated to the 
geography of metallurgy and coal-mining in 1910 and 
the present Socialist geography is correlated to the ge-
ography of the present Socialist pillar (Figure 4; Q. Da-
vid & G. Van Hamme, 2011). 

fiGure 4
The Belgian 
case : the 
weight of 
the framing 
structures 
inherited 
from the early 
industrialisation
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and the Franquist period in Spain does not exclude 
some similarities between the present and the pre-civil 
war electoral patterns in this country, with the excep-
tion of the “Rightisation” of the Mediterranean coast (as 
it is the case in France too) (Figure 5). 

suburbs of large cities. Although we can not conclude 
that the former Communist voters choose now to sup-
port the Extreme-Right, that means that the latter finds 
fertile grounds in these areas (S. Etchebarre, 1989). But 
even such a dramatic break like the Spanish Civil War 

table 5 – Some correlations (r) between the relative spatial patterns of the Left through different time intervals

Belgium

Wallonia

Flanders

Socialists

Socialists

Socialists

1921-1999

0,58

0,66

 – 0,25

1981-1999

0,85

0,94

0,78

Western Germany Social-Democrats

1949-2009

0,76

1983-2009

0,92

Italy PCI/PD

1948-2013

0,78

1983-2013

0,86

Spain Total Left

1936-2011

0,39

1982-2011

0,73

France Total Left

Socialists

Communists/Mélanchon

1951-2012

0,37

0,41

0,47

1981-2012

0,52

0,60

0,34

fiGure 5 – Relative levels of the Left in Spain. 1936, 1977 and 2011
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Germany and Belgium are two exceptions in this 
process towards more homogenization. 

In Western Germany, the North-South divide is 
growing (Protestant regions + Ruhr – Catholic in ma-
jority, but early and heavily industrialized, vs. other 
Catholic regions), despite of a strong weakening of the 
religious practice (Figure 8). But homogenization trends 
can be observed at the scale of each Land. Not to speak 
about the remaining strong political divide between 
Western and Eastern Germany after two decades of re-
unification.

In Belgium, not any homogenization at all can be 
observed between Flanders and Wallonia (and Brussels): 
the two parts of Belgium have no more got any national 
parties or public opinion, and act in fact as two differ-
ent countries.

In conclusion, beyond an important geographical 
stability, a trend towards national homogenization of 
the voting behaviour can be observed, stronger where 
the local political framing structures are the weakest. 
That could be linked to the development of the national 
media, but also to a trend towards the homogenization 
of the social structures through the countries: exclu-
sively agricultural regions have disappeared, manu-
facturing developed in former rural areas, services de-
veloped everywhere and secularization of the society 
progressed everywhere too. Moreover the expression of 
the national homogenization is not only characterized 
by the fading of Rightist or Leftist geographical strong-
holds, but also in the sliding of the programs of the 
prominent Leftist parties towards more Centrist posi-
tions (G. Moschonas, 1994; H. Kitschelt, 1994; G. Van 
Hamme, 2012). 

A weakening of the regional political cultures, 
on behalf of an homogenization of the 
political attitudes at the national scales from 
the end of WW II?

Many political scientists argue that the development of 
the national media, the TV, the homogenization of the 
ways of life and the weakening of the ideologies lead to 
an homogenization of the political attitudes at the na-
tional levels (D. Caramani, 1994; see also J.A. Agnew, 
1987, for a discussion). Is that confirmed looking at the 
evolution of the standard deviations of the Left in some 
European countries from the end of World War II ?

Actually, some weakening of the standard variations 
can be observed, mainly where they were initially the 
strongest (Table 6, Figure 6).

Going more in depth, a global trend towards a rela-
tive reinforcement of the Left can be observed where 
it was the weakest, with the exception of Germany 
(for instance in North-Western Spain, Western France, 
North-Eastern France) (Table 7, Figure 7). These trends 
in favour of the Left are often observed in former ru-
ral, traditional, Catholic, small properties regions, but 
having experienced a Fordist industrialisation from the 
Sixties onwards (North-Western Spain, Western France, 
Belgian Limburg, Southern Italy).

At the reverse, some weakenings of the Left are ob-
served in Leftist regions, for instance in traditionally 
rural early secularized regions (Limousin, French Med-
iterranean hinterland), in tourist seasides (French and 
Spanish Mediterranean coasts), in some early industrial 
regions, when the weakening of the traditional political 
frames allowed the emergence of a populist Extreme-
Right (Nord-Pas-de-Calais, fringes of Emilia-Romagna), 
and in some metropolitan areas, but here at the reverse 
of the general trend in this kind of areas (Francfort, 
Madrid, Milan).

In-between, many regions keep a stable relative po-
sitioning. For the Left, it is the case in early industrial 
regions with solid political frames (Wallonia, Rhine-
Ruhr, Basque county), in traditional Leftist strongholds, 
rural or not (Andalusia, heart of the Emilia-Romagna, 
Tuscany, Umbria). The Right keeps its relative positions 
in some of its own traditional strongholds, rural or not 
(Southern Germany, North-Eastern Italy). 
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table 6 – Standard variation of the relative regional positions of the Left (at the level of the departments, provinces, Regierungsbezirke, 
sometimes subdivided) (legislative polls, except for France, presidential elections for 1981, 2002 and 2012)

1948-1951 1981-1983 2000-2002 2009-2013

Standard 
variation

National 
score

Standard 
variation

National 
score

Standard 
variation

National 
score

Standard 
variation

National 
score

France Total Left
Communists

30,2

33,8

43 %

27 %

11,0

31,7

52 %

16 %

11,9

39,6

35 %

3 %

12,2

17,4

51 %

11 % (a)

Italy Total Left
PCI/PD

37,6

44,1

38 %

31 %

20,4

35,4

47 %

30 %

22,6

24,9

29 %

25 %

Spain Total Left
Communists
Socialists

22,0

52,7

20,9

59 %

4 %

48 %

 22,7 

45,6

22,7

47 %

6 %

35 %

25,7

33,8

18,5

43 %

7 %

29 %

Western Germany
Total Left
Social-Democrats

23,6

23,6

35 %

29 %

8,0

19,5

44 %

38 %

19,6

21,8

49 %

38 %

16,0

22,3

44 %

24 %

(a) With Mélanchon’s Left party

fiGure 6
Fading of 
the relative 
deviations 
of the Left, 
vs. the 
national 
averages, in 
France and 
in Italy
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table 7 – Level and evolution of the relative position of the Left in Western Germany, France, Italy and Spain (average percentage of the 
number of territorial units, in each country)

Relative electoral position of the Left in 2009-2013 
(100 = national averages)

Weak 
(< 90)

Around the average 
(90 -110)

Strong 
(> 110)

Total

Relative trend 
of the Left 
(1949-51 – 2009-13) 
(a)

Growing 17 % 11 % 2 % 30 %

Without significant trend 20 % 18 % 14 % 52 %

Declining 4 % 7 % 9 % 20 %

Total 41 % 36 % 25 % 100 %

(a) 1977-2011 in Spain
The four boxes of the table showing some statistical significance, using a khi squared test, are at the four corners of the squared table : the Left is more often 
growing strongly in regions where it is weak and it is more often declining in regions where it is strong, and vice-versa. 

fiGure 7
Comparative 
evolution of the 
relative results 
of the Left and 
the Right
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class-based explanations. But that does not mean 
that class structures do not matter: only they act 
through the historically built-up superstructures and 
the influence of complex ideological mediations, 
each with their own temporality;

– that, notwithstanding a trend towards more spatial 
homogenization at the national level and the fading 
of some traditional partisan strongholds, the elec-
toral patterns remain relatively stable through time, 
reflecting at new the weight of the hystereses.

General conclusions

The main conclusions of this paper are:
– that, even using data from European polls, the elec-

toral spatial patterns have to be explained within the 
national frameworks, taking into account the lega-
cies of the national socio-political histories and hys-
tereses;

– that the understanding of the electoral patterns can 
surely not be reduced to dogmatic or mechanistic 

fiGure 8 
Evolution of 
the electoral 
patterns in 
Germany
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