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My project is a study of the dynamics that shaped France’s historic referendum on the European Constitution of May 29th, 2005. My research focused on three central questions.  Firstly, how if at all did elite and mass opinion diverge during the course of the referendum campaign?  Secondly, which factors best explain this pattern and finally, what were the consequences both for the referendum and for democracy?  

As a case study with important implications for the construction of mass opinion in modern politics and for understanding the interplay between voters, media and political leadership in European democracy, the French referendum is a seminal event in contemporary EU politics that has had an indelible impact on the future of European integration. 

My study of the referendum began in Paris, where I informally interviewed French scholars Olivier Wieviorka and Fabien Perrier about the roots of opposition to the TCE and the impact of the French political environment on the referendum campaign.  I was able to attend lectures about the EU constitution by former EU parliamentarian Elizabeth Guigou, former French President Valery Giscard, former Foreign Minister Hubert Vedrine and Interior Minister Nicolas Sarkozy.  

Once back at UC Santa Barbara, I formulated a qualitative research design with the help of Prof. Heather Stoll to study the topic using correct political science methodology.  With a research design in hand, I reviewed the relevant political science literature on public opinion, voter behavior and democratic representation to examine theoretical arguments for and against my mass-elite framing of the treaty referendum campaign and to find alternative hypotheses. Having examined theoretical arguments, I sought to place the referendum and my observations of public opposition to it in context by doing archival research of French press coverage of the campaign and studying arguments and campaign tactics through party websites and pamphlets in order to provide a detailed chronology of events, a summary of the campaign leaders and their positions and to isolate causes for shifts in public opinion over the course of the campaign.  Finally, I classified the central factors that explain the referendum's negative outcome by analyzing Eurobarometer exit poll data, then testing these findings against data from the Spanish and Dutch EU constitution referenda to examine the role of other variables in determining positive and negative referendum outcomes. 

Ultimately, my project seeks to determine the future role played by European issues in member state politics while presenting a causal explanation for the current socio-political turmoil in France and in so doing, assessing the normative implications of a mass-elite gap on the nature of democracy in the twenty-first century.

