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Abstract:

How cohesive are political parties in European Parliament? What is the 

behaviour of political parties in European Union? The answers to these 

questions are central for understanding the impact of party politics on 

European Union. In order to analyze party behavior in European Union, 

the present study focuses on three issues: the identification of competition 

lines (cleavages) between Euro-parties, the impact of European elections 

over party behavior, and most importantly, the patterns of voting behavior 

and coalition formation in European Parliament. The data show that Euro-

parties are not organized along the traditional competition lines. 

Furthermore, due to national differences within themselves, they are more 

likely to compete within than between them. Results also show that MEPs’ 

selection is controlled by domestic politics, influencing in a negative way 

party behavior in European Union. The conclusion reveals the fact that 

Euro-parties behave chaotic, directed by power control, rather than 

ideological backgrounds.
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Introduction

1. The importance of Political Parties in European Union 

Western European political systems are liberal democracies but it is the 

representatives of the people who rule and not the people themselves. 

Political parties have always played a very important role in democratic 

politics. One of their main functions is to link the represented with their 

representatives. They are often described as inter-mediators between 

society and government. (Hix, 1997). Furthermore, political parties 

constitute the essential site for the creation of a culture, ideology or 

doctrine that reflects and creates ideas intended to become governmental 

policy and ultimately the law of the land. And thus part of the normative 

values of the society. (Gaffney, 1996) 

Fig. 1 Mediated relations between citizens and government 

      PARTIES 

         CITIZEN                                                                GOVERNMENT 

 INTEREST 

       ORGANISATIONS 

Source:  Stefano Bartolini and Peter Mair  “Party Politics in Contemporary 

Western Europe”;   1984;   London: Frank Cross & Co. Ltd.; p. 182. 

Klaus von Beyme has identified a number of functions that a party 

normally fulfils in a democratic regime: the identification of goals 

(ideology and programme); the articulation and aggregation of social 

interests; the mobilisation and socialisation of the general public within the 
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system, particularly at elections and finally elite recruitment and 

government formation. Therefore, political parties are usually defined by 

scholars as “agencies for forging links between citizens and policy makers” 

(Gaffney, 1996, p.2).  

A common assertion in writings on the EU’s "democratic deficit" is that the 

EU needs European parties. One of the most important reasons for arguing 

the importance of party politics at the European level is that of competition.

Competition forces elites to propose rival policy ideas and candidates for 

office. Competition guarantees outputs not stray to far from voters' 

preferences. Competition provides to voters a mechanism punish politicians 

who fail to implement their promises. In the same time, competition 

represents a vehicle for promoting debate and deliberation, which in turn 

leads to the formation of public opinion around specific policy positions. 

But, above all, democratic identities do not develop and evolve without 

political competition. It is the only way a "European identity" will form at 

the mass level. And, political parties are the only political organisations that 

can structure political competition in a democratic system.  

The operation of democracy in EU consequently depends on how parties 

behave within the system as a whole. On the one hand this is determined by 

the rules of the game, such as whether the EP has significant power in the 

EU legislative process. However, it also depends on the shape of 

“environment” in which parties operate: the number cleavage dimensions in 

EU party system, the levels of electoral support for the different political 

parties, the locations of the different political parties on the cleavage 

dimensions and most importantly the possibility of coalition formation in 

European Parliament.  

Nevertheless, before analysing the role of political parties in European 

Union there are some specific and unique party features that need to be 

mentioned. In European Union, political parties are not the dominant 

political organisations; they are rivalled by governments, interest groups 

and businesses. Moreover, a Euro- party has no European government and 

no European citizens to mediate between or to intercede on its behalf. 

(Gaffney, 1996) They do not act as channels or inter-mediators between 

citizens’ interests and the European governance.  

Extras din volumul:
Greab, C.G. (2006). Party Behavior in European Parliament. Iasi, Romania: Lumen.



Carmen Gabriela Greab -Party Behavior in European Parliament 

15

Yet, even if they do not perform the essential linkage function of national 

parties, the Euro- parties are, nevertheless, important actors in the European 

Union policy-making process. Recent changes in the institutional balance 

of powers in European Union increases the role of European Parliament in 

the policy-making processes. The fact that European Parliament is now the 

second important legislative power in European Union, after European 

Commission, brings greater importance for Euro-parties, too.  

With the increased powers it has received in recent years, the status of the 

European Parliament (EP) as an actor within the EU has transformed. What 

occurs in the chamber, and the attitudes and behaviour of its membership 

(the political parties), matters much more now than was the case until 

recently.  

2. A brief introduction to the study 

Why do we analyze party behavior and cohesion in legislatures? A great 

number of scholars argued that democracy works only because groups of 

elites with competing policies organize themselves to secure its goals. This 

study addresses the same question in the context of European Union.

There is no doubt that the structure of European governance does not fully 

conform to any interpretation of the many standard definitions of 

democracy. Following the same idea, V. Bogdanon, said that European 

Union is not sufficiently democratic to join itself. In recent literature on 

democratic deficit within European Union there are different approaches on 

deciding over its causes. Nevertheless, since democratic accountability 

requires cohesive and competitive party groups, democratic deficit within 

European Union lies in Euro-parties’ behavior in European Parliament. 

Despite media focus or high profile events in the European Parliament, 

such as the European elections, the only elected European institution 

remains relatively unknown outside Bruxelles or European Union scholars. 

Still, the European Parliament’s powers have evolved in the last decades 

from a weak consultative “assembly” into a more powerful institution, 

strongly involved in European Union policy-making processes. The 

institution has now the power to enact legislation in many areas, amend 
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most lines in the European Union budget, veto the governments’ nominee 

for the Commission President, and eventually to sack the entire 

Commission. Moreover, the politics inside European Parliament is 

unusually complex: with multiple party groups, who themselves are 

composed of national delegations with strong ties to party leadership at the 

domestic level. Consequently, the study of party cohesion and behavior in 

European Parliament is of major importance.  

To better understand the dynamics of the European Union party system, the 

study is focused on three related issues: the identification of competition 

lines (cleavages) between Euro-parties, the impact of European elections 

over party behavior, and most importantly, the patterns of voting behavior 

and coalitions between Euro-parties in European Parliament. 

The study is organized as follows. The first chapter concentrates on 

establishing the exact research and question and indicators, the definition of 

concepts utilized in the present study, as well as the methodology used.  

The following chapter discusses the existence of traditional Western 

European cleavages within European Union party system. In order to 

understand party behavior it is necessary to identify whether parties are 

organized along any ideologically, competitive lines. Since all the 

European party systems are organized on the basis of Lipset and Rokkan’ 

model of cross - cutting cleavages, the present study is focused on arguing 

whether this model can be applied to European Union party system, too. 

The findings reveal the fact that Euro-parties are more fractionalized within 

themselves, than between. Consequently, if traditional cleavages are less 

important in European Union party competition, how do Euro-parties 

compete? What are the competition dimensions along which the Euro-

parties compete?  

Chapter three presents the importance of institutional background of 

European Parliament and Euro-party organization. In this chapter the focus 

will be on determining the historical development of European Parliament's 

powers in the legislative process, starting with the establishing Community 
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Treaties, and, of course, ending with The Nice Treaty.1 Furthermore, the 

study presents the difference between trans-national party federations and 

party groups in European Parliament. This difference is very important to 

the study, as it explains why when talking about European Political Parties 

we only take into consideration the party groups. 

Chapter four discusses the way in which European elections can affect the 

competition between parties. To better understand these effects, the study 

analyzes the character of European elections, with the help of empirical 

data from the last national and European elections. The “second-order” 

character of European elections makes MEPs to act more on behalf of their 

nation, than on their own Euro-party. Findings show that small and usually 

extremist parties are over-represented in the European Parliament. In these 

circumstances, the European Parliament becomes more fractionalized, with 

a lot of small and powerless parties. Moreover, another important aspect of 

the European Elections is the impact of the institutions involved in the 

process on party behavior. In this section I focus on the fact that different 

national electoral systems affect the outcomes of European Elections. 

Consequently, there can be identified further difficulties in the process of 

coalition formation.  

Chapter five concentrates on discussing coalitions and competition 

formation in European Parliament. To understand if Euro-parties are indeed 

trans-national organizations, the study analyzes, using roll - call voting 

records, whether they are making use of ideological, tactical, or national 

votes.  Moreover, findings show that there are unusual patters of coalition 

formation in European Parliament, due to its institutional requirements.  

The final chapter presents the characteristics of voting behavior in 

European Parliament. It is important to analyze the possible pattern of 

voting behavior in European Parliament. Closely linked to the problem of 

voting behavior is the intra-party cohesion. Analyzing the intra-party 

cohesion in European Parliament we can observe that even if it is high it 

has some interesting features, which would later influence party behavior.  

                                                          
1 I won't focus on the Constitutional Treaty since it hasn't been ratified by all the 

member states. 
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