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Political Parties and
Party Systems

Peter Mair

12.1 Imtroduction

Within the waried literature that has addressed the relationship between
Buropean integration, on the one hand, and the character and development of
parties and party systems, on the other, three related concemns have been
prominent. In the first place, and often reflecting the earllest tradition of
research in this area, scholars have sought to trace the origins and development
of transnational - and specifically trans-Furopean - party federations, seeing in
these nascent organizations the potential for the emergence of genuine political
parties at the European level. The pioneering work in this regard was carried out
by Pridham (1975) and Pridham and Pridham (1981} in the period surrounding
the introduction of direct elections to the European Parliarment, and was subse-
quently further developed by scholars such as Bardi (e.g., 1994) and Hix
(e.g., 1995), Second, reflecting a more recent phase of research, scholars have
been concerned to analyze the shape and dynamic of the parties and the party
systems as they function within the European Parliament. This remains a key
and quite dominant strand of contemporary research, with the focus being
constantly expanded and reconstituted on the basis of new data derived from
roll-call analysis, patterns of alignment, and the shifting memberships of feder-
ations and patliamentary fractions. The literature here is also enormous, with
pioneering work being carried out by Bardi (1989) and Attina (1990), and with
the more sophisticated recent work being well represented in the collection of
papers edited by Marks and Steenbergen (2004). The third strand of research 1s
maore varied, but is primarily concerned with the extent to which "Europe”,
however defined, plays a role In party programs, party ideology and party
competition at the national level. This third strand of research, which is now
tending to receive more attention, also incorporates studies of national party
and party-systemn adaptation to the development of European integration, as
well as analyses of the extent to which the process of integration poses difficulties
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for, or offers opportunities to national political actors. This is also where most
of the growing work on the politics of Euroskepticism can be located (see, for
example, Kopecky and Mudde 2002). Although a lot of the work here is
inevitably nationally-oriented, there have been occasional landmark articles
{e.g., Ladrech 1994; Andeweg 1995; Pedersen 1996) and comparative studies
{Featherstone 1988; Gaffney 1996) which have tended to set the terms of
reference for later work. It is only recently, however, that the notion of
Europeanization in its relation to national political parties and party systems
has begun to be systematically unpacked and specified (see Ladrech 2002a, b).

Before coming to the four core sets of questions that have been addressed by
the various scholars in the field (section 12.2) and to the key problems that can
be identified (section 12.3), there are two immediate observations that can be
made about this literature, In the first place, there is an interesting correspondence
between the different concerns that have come to the fore in the literature and
the three main elements, or faces, that are seen to constitute political parties as
organizations: the party on the ground, the party in central office, and the
party in public office (see Katz and Mair 1993). Thus, for example, it is possible
to draw a link between interest in the development of transnational parties and
in the emergence of Euro-party organizations in this particular literature and
the interest in the wider party literature in the development and functioning of
the party in central office. Similarly, the focus on the party fractions and groups
in the Furopean Parliament can be related to the wider interest in the party in
public office, while the concern with the role played by “Europe” in party pro-
grams and party competition at the national level can be seen to correspond to
the more general interest in the politics of the party on the ground. This is not
just a casual correspondence, MOTEOVET, but serves to emphasize how closely
these three themes are bound up with one another and how they reflect a
marked degree of mutual dependence. In other words, and drawing lessons
from work on party organizations more generally, it may be argued that it 1s
often not possible to understand the limits and possibilities of the transnational
federations and party-building exercises - the development of the party in cen-
tral office — without also understanding the role acquired by the party fractions
in the Parliament — the party in public office. Nor is it possible to understand
how these party fractions work without at least some understanding of the
processes of national party adaptation and competition - the processes
involved in the party on the ground. As the wider literature testifies, to study
any one of these elements in isolation from the others is therefore to set Imme-
diate limits to the capacity for interpretation and understanding.

The second observation is that within the literature on all three research
themes, Furopeanization has tended to be understood In two different ways.
On the one hand, it is often conventionally understood in the same sense as Is
offered by the editors of this present volume - that s, as a factor that is external
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to the national experience, or as occurring when “something in national political
systems is affected by something European.” Evidence of Europeanization in
this sense is usually sought in work that falls within the third theme noted
above - that is, when scholars look for evidence of the impact of Europe -
European elections, European policies, European alliances - on the organization,
programs, or strategies of political parties in the domestic arena. On the other
hand, Europeanization Is also understood as a process that involves “the
emergence and the development at the European level of distinct structures of
governance” (Cowles et al. 2001: 1), and in this sense it is usually sought in
work that comes under the second theme that was identified above - work that
looks at the emergence and consolidation of party alignments in the European
Parliament, as well as at the nascent leadership alliances that appear to be build-
ing up between like-minded parties in the preparations for various European
Council meetings (Hix and Lord 1997: 183-97). Both senses of Europeanization
play a role in work that deals with the first theme, with Europeanization as a
distinct level of governance being one of the more useful parameters with
which to assess transnational party-building exercises, and with Europeanization
as an external factor being cited in assessments of how national party organiza-
tions adapt to these new challenges. That said, it is also worth noting that
transnational party building and the concomitant national party organizational
adaptation has sometimes little to do with Europeanization as such, but is
instead prompted by the desire to build alliances on a global - or, at least, global
democratic — stage.

12.2 Core research questions

As suggested elsewhere (Mair 2004: 340-3), these two senses of Europeanization
can be considered as the limits of a single "Furopeanization dimension®,
bounded at one end by conflicts regarding the fnstitultionalization of a distinct
European political system, and at the other by conflicts regarding the impact or
penetration of European rules, directives and norms into the domestic sphere. In
other words, at one end of the Europeanization dimension we see political
struggles developing over the creation and consolidation of political institu-
tions at the supranational European level, including parties and party systems,
whereas at the other end of the dimension the struggles involve the extent to
which local policies and practices, and hence also local parties, are subject to
the impact of standardized European influences and constraints.

The impact of Europeanization can also be understood in two ways. On the
one hand, it can have a direct effect on political parties and party systems. For
example, it can be shown how the adoption of particular rules and procedures
in the European Parliament have led directly to the creation of particular party
alliances and coalitions, or how the introduction of elections to the Parliament
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has led to the formation and mobilization of new political alternatives in those
elections as well as in national contests. On the other hand, the impact of
Europeanization might also be indirect. In this case, for example, it may be
argued that by removing certain policy areas from the exclusive authority of the
national political arena, Europeanization exerts an important, but nevertheless
indirect influence on the way in which parties compete with one another.
Europeanization may also weaken parties through the encouragement of alter-
native forms of interest representation, and by opening up new channels for
ostensibly non-partisan modes of participatory governance and the like.
Putting both of these parameters together results in Table 12.1, with most of
the existing literature on the Europeanization of parties and party systems
being classifiable in one or other of the four categories shown there, The table
combines the distinction between Europeanization as penetration and as insti-
tutionalization with the distinction between direct and indirect, ylelding four
possible outcomes. These four categories also serve to indicate the different sets
of questions that tend to be addressed in this field of research. .
The first set of questions that is relevant here concems the extent to wm_c!'.
Europeanization as penetration has directly led to the formation of new politi-
cal parties, whether in the national or in the European arenas {Outcome 1).
These may be parties that mobilize in opposition to the influence of European
decision-making in national politics, but they may equally be parties that are
formed to expressly promote an expansion or deepening of that influence. In
practice, these questions have also been broadened to include inguiries into the
shifting responses to Europe that can be discerned within existing political par-
ties, as well as questions regarding the extent to which alignments on the issue
of Europe overlap with, or run counter to, traditional alignments along.leﬂ-
right, religious-secular, center-periphery, or even materialist-postmaterialist
dimensions (Van der Eijk and Franklin 2004; Van der Eijk et al. 1995; Marks and
Wilson 2000).

Table 12.1 Europeanization and party politics: four outcomes

Mechanism
Penetration Institutionalization
Impact :
Direct 1. Emergence of new anti-European 2. Creation and consolidation of
parties, or anti-European sentiments pan-European party coalitions

within existing political parties

Indirect 3. Hollowing out of national party 4, Emergence of alternative and
competition, constraints on domestic non-partisan channels of
decision making, devaluation of representation, dlff‘u&iﬂl:l of
national electoral competition “Europe” in domestic discourse
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In other words, among the key questions that are posed here is whether a
European dimension — however defined - constitutes a wholly separate and
new dimension in party competition, or whether it reinforces, is absorbed
within, or is even exploited by, pre-existing dimensions of competition. As
Valen (1976) demonstrated many years ago, for example, there may be consid-
erable overlap between divides over Europe, on the one hand, and more tradi-
tional center-periphery divides, on the other. In yet other work, an emphasis
has been laid on the link between the European dimension and the
religious-secular dimension, whether defined in general Christlan terms or
more denominationally (Nelsen et al. 2001; Vollaard 2005). Elsewhere, Hooghe
and Marks (2001) have suggested that the opposition between proponents and
opponents of European integration overlaps with the more conventional oppo-
sition between left and right, with more left-wing parties being increasingly
inclined to endorse European ambitions in building a regulatory system, and
more right-wing parties proving increasingly suspicious or skeptical in this
regard. In an earlier phase of European integration, by contrast, it was the tra-
ditional left that proved more suspicious and the right more supportive.
Despite the increasing volume of work in this area, however, it can also be
argued that the European dimension remains too inchoate and incoherent for
us to form a definitive view on its positioning, while its relation to other divides
will also inevitably vary across national political systems, and In the context of
different national complexes of cleavage structures. It is also perhaps too soon
to say whether this dimension can even survive as an independent base for
party competition. Nonetheless, it is here that some of the more important
questions can be and are being addressed, for it is in this context that the issue
of Europe can be linked to our longer-term understanding of the established
structures of political competition.

A second set of questions relates to the direct effects of Europeanization as
institutionalization, and is concerned to probe the extent to which a coherent
pattern is emerging with respect to the behavior and political alignments of
party groups in the European Parliament (Outcome 2). How cohesive are these
groups, for example, and to whose cues do they respond? Might they be
regarded as genuinely European parties — and hence as a core element within
the institutionalization of European governance - or do they still remain tied 1o
the terms of reference established by the organizations in national politics from
which they originally derive? If, as Hix (2002) contends, the members of these
party groups are agents with two principals - national and European — then it
becomes important to see how this balance has developed over time, and to
explore the conditions in which the Buropean party identity has been able to
assert itself over and above the control exerted by the national organization, In
a related vein, there is also an increasingly sophisticated and insightful body of
work that deals with the attitudes, preferences and behavior of voters in

Peter Mair 159

European elections (e.g., Schmitt and Thomassen 1999: van der Eljk f al. 1995;
Blondel et al. 1998), and which is concerned to explore the extent to which
Furopean elections are different from those for national parliaments, as well as
the extent to which we can identify a distinctly "European” electorate. In this
case, the questions include whether there are pan-European cues to which vot-
ers in national systems respond in comparable ways, or whether, for example,
similar groups of interests in different countries act more or less in concert with
one another (see also Gabel 2000). Other key questions that arise here concern
the degree to which these elections remain “second-order” (see the original
analysis by Reif and Schmitt 1980, and the later evaluation by Marsh 1998), and
hence whether the outcomes may be described as meaningful - in the sense of
being representative and legitimate (Schmitt and Thomassen 1999; Van der Eijk
et al, 1995; Katz and Wessels 1999),

Because most of the now very extensive literature on Europe and party poli-
tics has been dominated by these two sets of questions, the result has been that
attention has been focused primarily on the analysis of the direct effects of
Europeanization rather than the indirect effects (see also below). Once we con-
sider the impact of Europe on parties and party systems in particular, however,
it is the indirect effects that may well prove the more decisive (Mair 2000: 48-9;
Ladrech 2005: 332-3). To begin with, the development of a European level of
decision making has clearly played a major role in the “hollowing out” of pol-
icy competition between political parties at the national level {Outcome 3).
This has happened in three ways. First, and most obviously, one major effect of
Furope has been to limit the policy space that is available to the competing par-
ties. This happens when policles are harmonized across the Union, and when
there is more or less forced convergence, with one size fitting all (e.g., Grabbe
2003). National governments and the parties in those governments may still
differ in how they interpret these demands for convergence, of course, and in
this sense there may still remain a degree of variation from one system to the
next. But even when such interpretations differ across countries, they rarely
appear to differ - at least across the mainstream — within countries. Thus when
one of the member states does seek to opt out of a particular policy, this usually
happens by agreement between government and opposition, and hence the
policy space remains foreshortened and the issue in question rarely becomes
politicized. Second, Europe limits the capacities of national governments, and
hence also the capacities of the parties in those governments, by reducing the
range of policy instruments at their disposal. This occurs through the delegation
of decision making from the national level to the European level - whether to
the European Central Bank, or to Europol, or to any of the many new regulatory
agencies that now proliferate at all levels within the European polity (Kelemen
2002). These are the so-called non-majoritarian institutions, from which parties
and politics are deliberately excluded (see also below). In this instance, policy is
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decided according to a variety of different expert or legal merits, and in principle,
at least, is not subject to partisanship. Third, Europe reduces the ability of
parties in national governments to compete by limiting their policy repertoire,
This comes through the now-familiar process of negative integration, whereby
once-standard policy practices are disallowed on the grounds that they interfere
with the free market. Particular goods can no longer be excluded from import or
sale, particular qualifications can no longer be deemed inadequate, and particular
domestic services can no longer be privileged. In other words, practices that
involve public bodies in selection, privileging, or discrimination become more
and more restricted, and hence the stock of policies available to governments,
and to the parties which control those governments, is steadily curtailed. All
three sets of limits serve to substantially reduce the stakes of competition
between political parties, and to dampen down the potential differences
wrought by successive governments. Through Europe, albeit indirectly, political
competition becomes increasingly depoliticized. At the same time, however,
and most crucially, there is no compensating process of politicization developing
at the European level, and hence no newly emerging structures of political rep-
resentation through which national inadequacies can be redeemed (for a
lengthy analysis of this problem, see Bartolini 2005).

There are also two other senses in which the deepening of European integra-
tion can be seen to promote depoliticization and disengagement indirectly.
First, there is the simple socializing effect, in that the existence and welght of
the European institutions, and of the Commission in particular, is clearly going
to accustom citizens into a more generallzed acceptance of being governed by
institutions which are neither conventionally representative nor electorally
accountable. The corollary of this is obviously that less attention need then be
given to those institutions that are representative and/or accountable. In other
words, if important decisions are made by so-called non-majoritarian institu-
tions, and if these are accepted and acceptable, then this inevitably raises the
question about the centrality, relevance, and sheer necessity of those institu-
tions at the national level that still do depend on the electoral process. In short:
politics is devalued to the extent that key decisions are taken by non-political
bodies. Second, because the European Parliament - the one European body
which does depend on the electoral process - fails to generate much commit-
ment and enthusiasm on the part of citizens, it may well be indirectly respon-
sible for a negative spill-over effect on national politics. This can happen in two
ways. On the one hand, through contagion, whereby a disregard for the
European Parliament as a legislative institution, and in particular a disregard for
the MEPs who work in that institution, can feed into, or be encouraged to feed
into, a disregard for national parliaments and national representatives. On the
other hand, through learning, in that by not voting in EP elections, cltizens
may learn that it is also possible and acceptable to fail to take part in national
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elections. In sum, the Europeanization of decision-making, and the creation of
a host of national democratic deficits alongside the more familiar European
democratic deficit, risks an indirect effect whereby all elections, and not just
European elections, are turned into second-order — or at least second-rate {Irwin
1995) - contests.

The final set of questions that is relevant here concerns the relationship
between the institutionalization of the European Union, on the one hand, and
the emergence of alternative channels of representation, on the other
(Outcome 4). Here too the effects on parties and party systems are primarily
indirect, in that it is through the encouragement or promotion of participation
and representation through civil society, interest organizations, advocacy
groups, and the lobby system that the European polity fosters a version of
democratic engagement that may indirectly undermine the conventional parti-
san channel. With the exception of the role they play within the rather poorly
regarded system of European elections and European parliamentary representa-
tion, parties as such have little opportunity to act authoritatively within the
developing system of European governance; and as their role becomes dimin-
ished with respect to the other actors and institutlonal voices that are encour-
aged by the new emphasis on civil society and participatory governance, so also
does it risk being diminished in the national arena. Disregard is contagious, and
the non-party alternatives that are fostered in European governance at the
expense of parties (Beyers and Kerremans 2004) can also eventually come to be
seen to carry greater weight and legitimacy in systems of national governance.
In this sense, there remain major questions that can be asked about the indirect
impact of Europe on the declining legitimacy of traditional actors in national
politics. As yet, however, these questions have only sporadically been addressed
(Greven and Pauly 2000; Bartolini 2005).

12.3 Key problems

There are five main problems in the contemporary literature and hence five
main areas where the issues relating to Europeanization and parties and party
systems remain relatively unclear. In the first place, as indicated above, far too
little systematic attention has been paid to analyzing the indirect impact of
Europeanization on parties and party systems, especially at the domestic level,
where it is likely to be more important. Although this effect can be easily
assumed, it i5 rarely specified, and, for example, little attempt has been made to
control for its effects by distinguishing between those issue areas in which
Europe has become the principal authoritative voice and those in which
national politics — and hence national political competition - continues to play
a decisive role. Yet It is only by exploring this distinction that a real assessment
of the impact of Europeanization can be effected. That said, even if parties do
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manage to sustain their authority within a narrower range of non-Europeanized
policy areas, the sum total of their authority is still likely to be diminished, and
hence competition as such will continue to be constrained.
Second, in looking for the impact of Europe on parties and party systems at
the national level in particular, the literature has relied perhaps too heavily on
standardized quantitative variables that can be used directly in highly abstract
cross-national research. One example of this is the research effort that has been
made to identify party positions on Europe, while another is the effort to assess
the weight which divisions on Europe play in party competition. In some cases,
this research has relied on the sort of crude, but easily accessible data provided
by expert judgments (Ray 1999; Hooghe et al. 2004), while in others it has been
based on analyses of the contents of party programs, particularly in the context
of elections to the European Parliament (e.g., Gabel and Hix 2004), where issues
relating to the institutionalization of Europe may prove formally irrelevant.
What is really needed here, however, particularly given that this is a new and
often exploratory avenue of research, is a much more systematic, inductive, and
largely bottom-up comparison of political discussions at the national leve] -
whether as revealed in parliamentary debates, or in contests surrounding
European referendums, or in the ebb and flow of the arguments used in
national election campaigns. In other words, in addition to the imputed loca-
tion of a party's core identity, and in addition to the evidence provided by the
formal policies which it adopts or is obliged to adopt, we need to know more
about how Europe actually plays in national political discourse, as well as about
the way In which it is conceived: is Europe usually cited as a constraint by par-
ties at the national level, for example, or is it seen as an opportunity, or do these
parties scarcely cite it at all? Such a strategy calls for quite a slow and sustained
series of case-study analyses, however, and for the accumulation of thick
descriptive accounts which can then be compared from the bottom up, and this
is hardly seen as cost effective. To be sure, individual cases are sometimes exam-
ined, both thoroughly and usefully (e.g., Aylott 2002; Garry 1995; Johansson
and Raunio 2001), and varlous cross-national projects have been developed by
Szczerbiak and Taggart (2004, 20086), for example, which seek to pull together
work about what is really happening on the ground. As yet, however, there has
been not enough of this sort of work, and not enough systematic integration of
its various findings, and hence we have far too little robust com parative
evidence concerning the impact of Europe on parties at the national level, and
the role of Europe in party competition.

Third, the impact of Europeanization on parties and party systems, whether
direct or indirect, needs to be integrated more closely into the more general
theories of party change and development. Without such a framing, Europe
risks being seen as a sort of deus ex machina that can be called In to account for
a myriad of different effects; with such a framing, on the other hand, the potential
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impact of Europe can be assessed against other factors which are also known to
impact upon parties, whether in Europe or elsewhere, In this regard, Europe has
been too often seen as a challenge to party and political leaders, obliging them
to adapt to circumstances which appear to put their preferred strategies at a dis-
advantage, There is another way of looking at this development, however, in
which the construction of Europe and the depoliticization of decision making
more generally can be seen to be part of a consclously chosen strategy whereby
vulnerable political leaders externalize their political costs and seek to evade
both accountability and responsibility. In this sense, “the Commission made
me do it" offers an attractive get-out (Smith 2000h), and can be linked to wider
patterns evident in party development in post-industrial political systems
whereby party leaders also build other barriers to help secure the position of
their party in the polity as well as thelr own positions in public office (Katz and
Mair 1995; Blyth and Katz 2005).
Fourth, in considering both the role of parties within the European polity
and the impact of Europe on parties in the national polity, the literature has
perhaps been too readily inclined to go along with the assumption that EU is
exceptional, and hence that it need not be subject to the forms of analysis that
are conventionally applied to national political systems. This is hardly plausi-
ble, however, particularly if we return to the earlier literature on the political
system (Almond 1960; Easton 1965) which consciously attempted to develop a
set of comparative political science tools that could accommodate primitive,
developing, and other so-called "exceptional” polities. Taking this now-classic
language and set of terms of reference on board allows us to treat the European
Union as a political system, and, in this sense, as something that is directly
comparable to other political systems (Hix 2005: 1-9; Kassim 2003b: 140-2;
Mair 2005: 14-17). But though comparable, it is also distinctive, and one of the
ways in which this distinctiveness comes through most sharply is in the way
demands are processed. That is, while in other political systems demands are
primarily voiced through elections and, within the electoral process, through
parties, this is scarcely the case in the EU political system. This is not to suggest
that the EU political system is unresponsive: on the contrary, it may even be
said to be highly responsive to the formally non-partisan demands that are
voiced by civil society, and that are encouraged by different modes of partic-
patory governance. But what 15 obviously most striking about the EU when
compared to other ostensibly democratic political systems is that it is not
responsive in terms of elections and parties. In other words, what we have here
is a political system that cannot be reached or accessed adequately by means of
elections and parties, and that is open to all sorts of actors and organizations
while being relatively Impenetrable to voters. This obviously has major impli-
cations for how parties continue to function in both the European and the
member state polities, as well as for the standing of parties in the eyes of the






