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 Centre- left  parties and the European Union     

  Does European integration contribute to, or even accelerate, the erosion of intra- 
party democracy? Th is book is about improving our understanding of politi-
cal parties as democratic organisations in the context of multi- level governance. 
More specifi cally, it analyses the impact of European Union (EU) membership 
on intra- party power dynamics. Th e book takes as its focus the British Labour 
Party, the French Socialist Party ( Parti Socialiste , PS), and the German Social 
Democratic Party ( Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands , SPD). Th ese are 
three major centre- left  parties of government, operating in the three biggest 
member states of the EU. 

 Studying centre- left , or social democratic, parties is particularly interesting 
because the process of European integration places particular policy constraints 
on them. As part of the social democratic/ socialist/ labourite party family, they 
seek to reconcile market capitalism with social responsibility. In its diff erent 
forms, social democracy is ‘a set of intuitive ideas about fairness and equality 
and a moral economy that refuses to accept the automatic primacy of markets 
or the need for inequality’ (Keating and McCrone,  2013 : 2– 3). However, the EU, 
in recent decades, has arguably done more to promote market capitalism and 
economic competitiveness than to enhance social responsibility and address 
increasing levels of social inequality. Th us, when they are in government, the 
EU’s centre- left  parties have to respond to the challenges created by the European 
Single Market, which demands the reduction of state subsidies to struggling 
industries, and by the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU), which sets lim-
its to public debt. Th e 19 member states in the Eurozone, including France and 
Germany, have committed themselves permanently to limiting their budget 
defi cits to 3 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) and their national debt 
to 60 per cent of GDP. Th is ‘conservative straitjacket’ (Wall,  2014 : 73) has been 
particularly challenging for centre- left  parties in government. Th e SPD and PS, 
both of which were in offi  ce during the peak of the Greek debt crisis, struggled to 
formulate and implement a social democratic strategy at the European level. Yet, 
a European crisis can only be solved by a European response. 
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 Indeed, many important decisions relating to policy areas such as inter-
national trade, environmental protection, health, and consumer protection are 
now taken at the European level by the European Commission, the Council of 
Ministers, and the European Parliament. Next, national parliaments get to trans-
pose EU legislation into national laws. Hence, an increasing amount of legisla-
tion has become ‘Europeanised’ over the past decades. We still lack a systematic, 
pan- European study of legislative Europeanisation, but we have some estimates 
of the eff ects EU membership has had on formerly national legislation. For 
example, in the United Kingdom, between 1997 and 2009, about 6.8 per cent of 
primary legislation (statutes) and 14.1 per cent of secondary legislation (statu-
tory instruments) had EU origins (Miller,  2010 ). Yet, the degree of legislative 
Europeanisation varied signifi cantly between sectors, with agriculture and the 
environment being highly Europeanised, and education and health policy show-
ing very little EU input. Meanwhile, in France, the yearly share of Europeanised 
laws has increased from less than 3 per cent in 1986 to 13.3 per cent in 2006. Th e 
highest shares of Europeanised legislation can be identifi ed in the fi elds of space, 
science, and technology (39 per cent), as well as banking, fi nance, and domestic 
commerce (28 per cent; see Brouard  et al .,  2007 : 19, quoted by Töller,  2010 : 423). 
According to an offi  cial report by the German parliament, the  Bundestag , 31.5 
per cent of all legislation pronounced and ratifi ed by the German parliament 
between 2005 and 2009 had EU origins ( Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung ,  2009 , 
3 September). Again, there were signifi cant diff erences between policy areas, as 
23 per cent of laws in the area of justice and home aff airs emanated from the EU, 
whilst in agriculture, 52 per cent were of EU origin. 

 Th e focus of this study is contemporary and embraces the period since the 
early 2000s when all three parties have been both in government and in opposi-
tion. Th is allows us to investigate power dynamics inside parties that were at 
times constrained by being in government, and at other times were in opposition 
and could take time to develop new policies and strategies. Th rough the use of 
a principal– agent framework, this book studies the delegation of the power to 
formulate European policy and select candidates for the European parliamentary 
elections and other EU specialists within the Labour Party, the PS, and SPD. In 
short, this book connects to the broader debate in political science of how mem-
bership of the EU aff ects domestic political institutions. 

 Th e rise of anti- political sentiment across Europe over the past decades has 
focused the attention of journalists and scholars on voters’ mistrust of politi-
cians and political institutions such as long- established parties. Indeed, elect-
oral support for mainstream parties on the centre- left  and centre- right of the 
political spectrum keeps shrinking, whilst anti- establishment parties such as the 
UK Independence Party, the  Front National , and the  Alternative für Deutschland  
are gaining support. Still, political parties remain fundamental to democratic 
governance in Europe (Dalton  et  al .,  2011 ). Th ey connect citizens with the 
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institutions of the state and thereby represent ‘a central linkage between citizens’ 
preferences and actions of democratic governments’ (Poguntke,  2005 : 43). Th us, 
understanding the internal workings of parties is crucial because of the import-
ance of parties to the realisation of democracy (Cross and Katz,  2013 : 5). Indeed, 
studying intra- party power dynamics in the European context is particularly 
interesting because in the EU, political parties operate in a challenging system 
of multi- level governance: an ever- increasing amount of policy is made at the 
European level, whilst party politics takes place primarily at the national level 
of governance (Schmidt,  2006 ). Th is situation creates problems of democratic 
representation and accountability. Above all, this narrowing of the policy space 
can lead to a ‘hollowing out’ of policy competition between political parties at 
the national level (Mair,  2000 ,  2007 ). It results in the convergence of mainstream 
centre- left  and centre- right parties on economic issues (Ladrech,  2010 :  137). 
Ultimately, this dampening down of diff erences between parties in government 
has led to an increasing de- politicisation of political competition at the national 
level (Mair,  2007 : 160) and has opened up the space for more extremist parties 
on the left  and the right. 

 But what impact does the EU have on the internal workings of political par-
ties? Recent studies found that European integration has generally empowered 
party elites in government (Raunio,  2002 ; Poguntke  et al .,  2007 ; Carter and 
Poguntke,  2010 ). But there is still much we do not know, especially in terms 
of the impact, if any, of EU membership on the power dynamics within par-
ties from the grassroots to the EU level. Th e distribution of power is crucial for 
understanding intra- party democracy. Th e latter concept lacks a single, agreed- 
upon defi nition, but ultimately goes back to the question of who determines 
party policy (Katz,  1997 ). Hence, this book investigates who within the three 
social democratic parties is involved in the formulation of EU policy. Another 
important aspect of intra- party democracy is related to the selection of candi-
dates, as the ways in which a party selects its candidates for public offi  ce refl ects 
its internal democracy (Bille,  2001 ). Th is book therefore investigates who within 
the Labour Party, the PS, and the SPD selects the candidates for the European 
parliamentary elections and other EU specialists in parliament and inside the 
party bureaucracy.  1   Hence, the two main research questions that will guide this 
study are as follows: (1) To what extent has European integration impacted upon 
the power dynamics within centre- left  parties? In particular, which level(s) and 
which face(s) of the party organisation have been empowered as a consequence 
of European integration, and who has lost out in the process? (2) How inclusive/ 
exclusive are the Labour Party, the PS, and the SPD in the selection processes of 
European parliamentary candidates and other EU specialists, and what does this 
tell us about the state of intra- party democracy? Of course, the question is not 
only one of selection procedures; it is also closely linked to the power remit of 
these EU specialists. Do they hold much infl uence? More broadly, by focusing on 
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EU specialists we also understand how widely spread EU expertise is within the 
three parties across the diff erent levels and faces. 

 Most national parties in Europe, and in particular centre- left  parties  –  the 
majority of which have their historical origins in the labour movement –  claim to 
be internally democratic organisations. Many of these parties refer to intra- party 
democracy in their constitutions. For instance, the SPD declares itself a ‘ demok-
ratische Volkspartei ’, a ‘democratic catch- all party’, in its statutes (SPD,  2014 , 
26 January). Th e Labour Party, on its website, describes itself as a ‘democratic, 
socialist party’ (Labour Party,  2014a ), whilst the PS refers to itself as a ‘demo-
cratic and decentralised’ party that ‘allows everyone to be active and express her-
self within the party’ (PS,  2015a ). 

 But what is it that makes a party internally democratic? Political parties across 
Europe organise diff erently and, if asked, would give diff erent answers to this 
question. Some would argue that a model of power delegation from the bottom 
to the top is the most democratic form of organisation, as it resembles represent-
ative democracy. Th is type of democracy has also been described as ‘assembly- 
based’ as it allows party delegates at diff erent levels to deliberate, amend policy 
proposals, and take repeated rounds of voting (Poguntke  et al .,  2016 ). Others 
would view direct or plebiscitary democracy as most democratic. Th is type of 
intra- party democracy typically involves membership consultations (referen-
dums) as a means to formulate policy. In reality, many national parties combine 
the two types of democracy with each other, although it must be stressed that 
overall, social democratic parties favour assembly- based, delegative democracy 
(Poguntke  et al .,  2016 : 672). Hence, what makes a party internally democratic is 
contested, and the concept of intra- party democracy still lacks a single, authori-
tative defi nition. As Cross and Katz ( 2013 : 2) point out: ‘Like democracy itself, 
the defi nition of [intra- party democracy] is essentially contestable. Is it primarily 
about participation, inclusiveness, centralization, accountability, or something 
else altogether? Should the emphasis be on outcomes or on process?’ If the defi -
nition of intra- party democracy is contestable, so is its measurement. Intra- party 
democracy cannot be measured quantitatively. However, a comparison of par-
ties that are (roughly) similar in size, have similar historical origins, and have 
recently been in government and opposition allows us to determine how demo-
cratic they are in relation to each other. Broadly speaking, a highly democratic 
party is understood as one that is inclusive in its decision- making processes. 

 Th is study thus draws on the concept of the ‘party family’, which is a very 
useful analytical tool for the comparison of parties with similar historical and 
ideological roots (Mair and Mudde,  1998 ). To be sure, parties belonging to the 
social democratic family come in many shapes and sizes and use diff erent and 
changing labels. Th e  Parti Socialiste , for instance, has long treated the term  social 
democrats  with disdain, preferring its socialist label, as it sounded more left ist. 
Meanwhile, Labour Party elites at the end of the 1990s, aft er having rebranded 



Centre-left  parties and the European Union 5

5

the party as New Labour, avoided the use of the label social democracy (Keating 
and McCrone,  2013 : 3). Perhaps it sounded too old- fashioned and left ist for a 
party leadership that was keen to be seen as modernisers and that embraced 
globalisation. Only the SPD has the social democratic label in its name and has 
never distanced itself from it. Yet, despite certain hesitations about the term 
social democracy, the three parties share some basic values and beliefs and sit 
together in the European Parliament where they usually vote together (McElroy 
and Benoit,  2012 ) and are all full members of the Party of European Socialists 
(PES). What is more, they have bilateral relationships going back many decades. 
Th us, it still makes sense to study parties belonging to the same family. 

  Table 1.1  provides an overview of the three parties’ (European) parliamentary 
representation since the end of the 1990s.    

 In this study, European integration is interpreted as an external constraint 
on national parties, or as a top- down pressure that forces party organisations to 
adapt to a dynamic environment. At the same time, it is also important to recog-
nise that European integration off ers new opportunities for cooperation amongst 
national parties. For instance, the PES is a platform for exchange and cooperation 
for Labour, the PS, and the SPD. European politics can open up new spheres of 
infl uence for national political parties. Also, whilst it is undeniable that members 
of national parliaments have lost a certain amount of infl uence, Members of the 
European Parliament (MEPs) have gained infl uence in the making of EU- wide 

 Table 1.1      Th e three parties and their status  

 Party  Parliamentary representation 
1997– 2015 

 European parliamentary 
representation 1994– 2014 
(seats and % of votes) 

 Labour Party    Single- party government 
(1997– 2010);   opposition 
(2010– )   

 1994: 62 seats (44%) 
 1999: 29 seats (28.03%) 
 2004: 19 seats (22.6%) 
 2009: 13 seats (15.7%) 
 2014: 7 seats (24.4%)   

  Parti Socialiste  (PS)  Five- party coalition government 
(1997– 2002); opposition 
(2002– 2012); single- party 
government (2012–2017) 

 1994: 15 seats (14.49%) 
 1999: 22 seats (21.9%) 
 2004: 31 seats (28.9%) 
 2009: 14 seats (16.48%) 
 2014: 13 seats (13.98%) 

  Sozialdemokratische 
Partei 
Deutschlands  
(SPD) 

 Two- party coalition government 
(1998– 2009); opposition 
(2009– 2013); two- party coalition 
government (2013–2017) 

 1994: 40 seats (32.2%) 
 1999: 33 seats (30.7%) 
 2004: 23 seats (21.5%) 
 2009: 23 seats (20.8%) 
 2014: 27 seats (27.3%) 
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laws. For national parties, European integration is therefore not a zero- sum game 
in which the winner – in this case the EU –  takes it all. 

 At a fi rst glance, isolating the ‘EU eff ect’ on national party organisations might 
seem tricky, as there are other factors of party change at work, some of which are 
internal and down to the parties themselves, and some of which are external. 
Scholars of historical institutionalism argue that institutions (such as political 
parties) tend to be ‘sticky’, or resistant to change for extended periods of time, 
even if there are demands or pressures for change (Bell,  2011 ). However, despite 
institutional stickiness, party organisations have changed signifi cantly over the 
years. In order to trace organisational change back to EU membership, this study 
will focus exclusively on the parties’ dealings with the EU. 

 National political parties are oft en treated as monolithic organisations. In 
practice, however, they operate at multiple levels and in three distinct arenas. On 
the one hand, European multi- level governance requires the Labour Party, the 
PS, and the SPD to be organised at the subnational (e.g. the local and regional), 
the national, and the European levels. On the other hand, the parties operate in 
three arenas: in public offi  ce (in parliament and/ or government), in central offi  ce 
(in the central party headquarters), and on the ground (at the grassroots level; 
see Katz and Mair,  1993 ). As Katz and Mair point out, the three faces interact 
with each other because membership oft en overlaps (e.g. when the party leader 
is also a Member of Parliament (MP)). Out of the three faces, the party in public 
offi  ce has, according to Katz and Mair ( 1994 ,  1995 ,  2009 ), become increasingly 
powerful to the detriment of the party in central offi  ce, whilst the party on the 
ground has arguably become the weakest of the three faces. Th is book will inves-
tigate this claim and check whether, in the formulation of European policy and 
the selection of EU specialists, the party in public offi  ce has become the most 
powerful face. Th us, in order to avoid ‘a simple parliamentary versus extra- par-
liamentary dichotomy’ (Katz and Mair,  1993 ), this book is the fi rst to conceptu-
alise Labour, the PS, and the SPD as multi- level  and  multi- faceted parties and to 
focus on internal power dynamics across these levels and faces. 

 Rather than describing how each individual party deals with the EU, this book 
provides a general framework for comparison for parties of government. To this 
end, it utilises a principal– agent framework, such as has been employed in other 
studies for the study of power delegation within parties (see, for example, van 
Houten,  2009 ; Aylott  et al .,  2013 ). Principal– agent frameworks are oft en used to 
study democracies as chains of relationships in which one actor (the principal) 
delegates power to another (the agent). Th e agent thus acts on the principal’s 
behalf. In this book, the delegation of the power to formulate European policy 
and to select and nominate EU specialists across the three levels of the party 
organisation (European, national, and subnational) and between and within the 
three faces (in public offi  ce, in central offi  ce, and on the ground) will thus be 
investigated. 
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 Power dynamics matter. If only the highest levels of the party organisation are 
involved in the formulation of European policy and the selection of EU special-
ists, the gap between the leadership and the party on the ground widens. Th is gap 
could lead to a situation in which members and supporters of social democratic 
parties become indiff erent towards the EU, or even Eurosceptic. If, by contrast, 
the key policy and personnel decisions relating to the EU are taken by the mem-
bership through referendums, this can create problems for the leaderships in 
public and central offi  ce. 

  Methodology 

 Th e material for this book has been collected from six principal sources of 
information. First, secondary materials such as academic books and articles on 
multi- level party politics in the EU more generally, and on the Labour Party, the 
PS, and the SPD in particular, were used to obtain information about the chal-
lenges political parties face in Europe. In addition, the emerging literature on 
the role of the PES is used to study the three parties as multi- level organisations. 
Furthermore, the growing body of literature on principal– agent frameworks 
and political parties informs the theoretical framework of power delegation 
described in  Chapter 4 . 

 Second, internal party documents were used, particularly as they set out the 
offi  cial procedures in place for policy- making and the selection of candidates. 
Th is refers to party statutes, internal regulations, and organisational charts. 
However, political parties, like all big organisations, do not always follow their 
own rule books, and much of what happens inside parties is informal. Hence, 
my third source of information is a series of 66 semi- structured interviews con-
ducted with EU specialists from the Labour Party, PS, SPD, and the PES between 
2009 and 2015.  2   Interviewees include offi  cials dealing with EU and international 
aff airs at the parties’ central headquarters, EU advisors to the party leaderships, 
MPs, and MEPs.  3    Table 1.2  lists the number of interviews.    

 Th e interviewees were essential sources of information, as they were partici-
pants or observers in the formulation of EU policy and/ or the selection of MEP 
candidates. Details of the interviews appear in the  References  section of the book. 
Most interviewees wished to stay anonymous, so their names have been removed 
to protect confi dentiality agreements. Th ere is, of course, always the risk that 
interviewees forget facts or distort them intentionally or unintentionally. Where 
possible, the information provided by interviewees was therefore cross- checked 
with other interviewees. 

 Perhaps unsurprisingly, fewer interviews were conducted with Labour poli-
ticians than with politicians from the other parties. As a party used to being 
attacked by a largely Eurosceptic opposition and media, many Labour politi-
cians took a defensive approach during the interviews, and many did not agree 
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to being interviewed at all. Given the apparent prevalence of such attitudes, there 
is inevitably a risk that those who did agree to be interviewed were unrepresenta-
tive of the broader population from which they were drawn. PS politicians were 
generally more willing to be interviewed and speak their mind. Th e exceptions 
were the socialist MPs with EU expertise who all replied that they had no time 
for interviews. By contrast, SPD politicians were most enthusiastic about being 
interviewed and were, generally speaking, very positive about this research pro-
ject. Th erefore, some sections of this book, mainly the ones dealing with the SPD, 
contain more original data and are therefore more detailed than those on the PS 
and Labour. 

 Th e interviews were supplemented with a fourth source of information: 
email questionnaires, sent to the three parties on the ground. Th e ques-
tionnaires focused on the grassroots EU policy- making practices and their 
involvement in the selection of candidates for the European parliamentary 
elections. As Labour, the PS, and the SPD together have thousands of local 
wards, it would have been impossible to conduct personal interviews with all 
of them. What is more, many of them cannot be easily contacted online as 
their websites are oft en very basic and contain little and/ or out- of- date infor-
mation. Instead, for reasons of practicality, I chose to send questionnaires to 
Labour’s 533 constituencies (CLPs) and nine Euro- constituencies in England, 
the PS’s 95 federations in mainland France, and the SPD’s 20 regional associ-
ations ( Landesverbände ) between November 2014 and July 2015. Again, there 
is always a risk that those who replied to my questionnaire were unrepresen-
tative of the broader party organisation. Still, the results show a high degree of 
variety within and amongst the three parties’ EU dealings on the ground and 
can therefore be seen as indicative. Th e SPD and PS on the ground were easy 
to contact via email. By contrast, not all Labour constituencies had a (func-
tioning) website with the contact details of the CLP secretary or chair made 

 Table 1.2      Number of interviews with EU specialists  

 Position of interviewee  PES  Labour  PS  SPD  Total 

 Party offi  cials    10    1    3    3    17   
 Government offi  cials and advisors    2  2    4 
 Parliamentary staff     1  2  5  8 
 Members of Parliament    1    3  4 
 Members of the European Parliament    1  6  8  15 
 Former ministers      1    1 
 Party activists (incl. MP and MEP 

candidates) 
 5  4  5  3  17 
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available. I therefore had to be more investigative and decided to send mes-
sages via Facebook, a number of which were answered. In those cases where 
the constituency was represented by a Labour MP, I contacted the MP directly, 
as no other contact details of CLP members were made available online. Seven 
MPs and four parliamentary assistants or advisors responded to my email. Th e 
vast majority of replies, however, came from CLP secretaries, chairmen, former 
MP candidates, and/ or local councillors, who, in some cases, were former MP 
candidates. Unsurprisingly, the email responses varied in length. Th is, how-
ever, is an advantage of using questionnaires, as it gives the respondents the 
freedom to write as much or as little as they please. As MPs and MEPs get many 
requests for interviews and surveys from scholars, I wanted to keep the ques-
tions as brief as possible, in the hope that they would be answered. A number of 
email exchanges led to telephone interviews and I even received an invitation 
to speak at a CLP meeting about the EU and the approaching referendum –  an 
experience I thoroughly enjoyed. Two CLP secretaries also wrote back saying 
that my email had encouraged them to discuss the EU in their next constitu-
ency meeting, and to invite their MEP to brief them beforehand. To be sure, 
this interest in the EU has to be understood in the context of the UK’s June 
2016 EU referendum. Many Labour respondents had the EU on their agenda. 

 Th is study also draws on articles from the leading newspapers and news mag-
azines in the United Kingdom, France, and Germany. Th ese provided important 
accounts of the day- to- day developments in the three parties as well as the PES. 
Last but not least, a number of weblogs (‘blogs’) were consulted to investigate and 
pinpoint some of the internal party debates that parties do not wish to disclose 
on their offi  cial websites. In the past decade, social scientists have made increased 
use of blogs as data sources. Blogs are useful as they are publicly available, low- 
cost, oft en anonymous platforms for online self- representation (Hookway,  2008 ). 
For instance,  Labour Uncut  provides valuable insight into the Labour Party’s 
internal debates on candidate selection, processes of policy- making, and other 
essential issues. Some former MEPs from the PS also used their personal blogs to 
share their experience of the internal candidate re- selection processes, which has 
proved very useful for this book. 

 Th e format of this book might seem somewhat unusual. Many compara-
tive studies of political parties deal with each party in a separate chapter. Th is 
book, however, follows a slightly diff erent logic. I wanted to put the three parties’ 
internal politics into a more immediate comparative context, thereby highlight-
ing their similarities and diff erences. Th erefore, one chapter is devoted to each of 
the three faces of the party organisation: the party on the ground, in public offi  ce, 
and in central offi  ce. Th is structure allows us to follow the chains of delegation of 
power from the principal to the agent, or from one face of the party organisation 
to the other, and across the diff erent levels of the party organisation.  
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  Structure of the book 

 Th e next chapter,  Chapter 2 , provides some essential contextual information on 
the Labour Party, the PS, and the SPD’s organisations. It describes how the three 
parties are spread over three levels (subnational, national, European) and across 
three faces (on the ground, in public offi  ce, and in central offi  ce). It will be argued 
that amongst the three parties, Labour has become the most ‘centralised’, as the 
leadership at Westminster has assumed much power in the formulating of policy. 
Th e PS is also a highly centralised party, as the most important decisions are 
taken by a small circle of leaders in Paris. At the same time, the PS continues 
to be dominated by rival factions that form around potential presidential can-
didates. Th e SPD, by contrast, is a more decentralised party in which power is 
shared by the regional associations and the national party federation. Th us, the 
three parties –  whilst being centre- left , multi- level, and multi- faceted parties of 
government –  organise very diff erently. 

  Chapter 3  analyses and compares Labour, the PS, and the SPD’s EU positions. 
Th e chapter fi rst draws on the Manifesto Project data in order to map the par-
ties’ degrees of ‘Europhilia’ over the past decades. It shows that the three parties’ 
EU enthusiasm peaked in the mid– late 1990s when they entered offi  ce, but that 
these high levels of support were not sustained aft erwards. Second, the chapter 
provides a short historical overview of the three parties’ relationships with the 
EU since the beginnings of European integration. It shows that in the immediate 
post- war years, the three parties were rather suspicious of the European Coal 
and Steel Community, the notion of pooling sovereignty and creating a free trade 
zone. From the 1960s onwards, however, the three parties took diff erent paths. 
Labour only started to unconditionally support European Community member-
ship in the mid- 1980s, almost two decades aft er the PS and three decades aft er the 
SPD’s ‘conversion’ to European integration. Th ird,  Chapter 3  investigates some of 
the three parties’ recent EU policies and strategies, highlighting more diff erences 
than commonalities. In its Eurohostile environment, the Labour Party defended 
Britain’s EU membership by declaring it to be in the national (economic) inter-
est. At the same time, the party used a strongly reformist language when talking 
about the EU. Increasingly, since the mid- 2000s, the party also avoided talking 
about its relationship with the EU. Th is lukewarm EU support culminated before 
and during the 2016 ‘Brexit’ referendum, when Eurosceptic party leader Jeremy 
Corbyn was barely visible. Meanwhile, the PS and the SPD had other ‘fi sh to 
fry’:  France and Germany, being the biggest Eurozone members, had to deal 
with the implications of the Eurozone crisis and the danger of Greece’s default. 
Overall, it becomes clear that the EU creates challenges for centre- left  parties as 
their room for manoeuvre in government is severely limited –  especially when 
the majority of EU member states, the European Commission, and the European 
Parliament are dominated by conservative and liberal parties. 
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  Chapter 4  begins by briefl y reviewing the existing political science literature 
on the principal– agent chain of delegation within democracies in general, and 
political parties in particular (Lupia,  2003 ; Strøm,  2003 ; Aylott  et al .,  2013 ; Katz, 
 2014 ). Th e chapter then outlines the principal– agent framework that will be 
applied to Labour, the PS, and the SPD in order to investigate the delegation of 
power from the bottom of the party organisation to the top, and from one face 
to another. Th e principal is the party membership, and the agents are the party 
in central and public offi  ce. It then introduces four modes of power delegation. 
Th e fi rst refers to the delegation of power from one face of the party organisation 
to another at the same level of the party organisation. An example would be the 
delegation of the power to formulate European policy from the party members 
to the party in public and/ or central offi  ce, or the power to select MEP candi-
dates from the party members to the party in central offi  ce. Th e second mode 
examines the delegation of power across the levels of the party organisation (but 
within the same face). An obvious example is the delegation of policy- making 
from MPs to MEPs. Th e third mode refers to power delegation across the lev-
els and faces, such as the delegation of the power to formulate European policy 
from national party members to the PES. Th e fourth and last mode examined in 
this book refers to the delegation of power within the same face and at the same 
level of the party organisation. An example would be the delegation of policy- 
making from individual Members of (the European) Parliament to committee 
chairs and/ or the group leader. 

 Th is comparative study into the internal lives of social democratic parties is 
primarily descriptive and does not lend itself to formal hypotheses testing. It is, 
however, guided by a number of research questions and expectations. Th e two 
principal research questions that will guide the empirical analysis are:  to what 
extent has European integration impacted upon the power dynamics within 
centre- left  parties? In particular, which level(s) and which face(s) of the party 
organisation have been empowered as a consequence of European integration, 
and who has lost out in the process? Th e research questions are followed by a set 
of expectations that are rooted in the existing literature on intra- party democ-
racy. As this book is primarily concerned with power delegation in the processes 
of MEP selection and the formulation of European policy, both of these activities 
will be briefl y described. Last but not least,  Chapter 4  will introduce four factors 
that are likely to shape the parties’ dealings with the EU, namely: the legal regu-
lations of internal party organisations; the parties’ EU positions; the fi nancial 
resources available to the parties; and their status as parties in government or 
opposition. 

  Chapter 5  begins the empirical survey. It investigates the impact of European 
integration on the role of the party on the ground, which is conceptualised as 
the party membership in local wards, constituency branches, and regional asso-
ciations.  Chapter  5  thus investigates the delegation of the power to formulate 
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European policy and nominate candidates for European parliamentary elections 
from the party on the ground to the higher levels and the other two faces of the 
party organisation. Th ree principal fi ndings are revealed. 

 First, the involvement of the grassroots in the selection of candidates for the 
European parliamentary elections is rather limited. In theory, Labour, the PS, 
and the SPD all have fairly inclusive, democratic selection procedures in place. In 
practice, however, patronage has been indispensable. Also, the grassroots mem-
bers have usually rubber- stamped decisions taken by a small group of party offi  -
cials. Th is would suggest that grassroots members were ‘cheerleaders’ rather than 
‘players’. Labour, the PS, and the SPD’s selection of MEP candidates confi rms 
Gideon Rahat’s statement that ‘candidate selection is democratically inferior to 
general elections […]. Elections at most times are more inclusive, fair, and free’ 
(Rahat,  2013 : 144). 

 Second, this chapter reveals that the party on the ground is generally inter-
ested in EU policy. Both the ‘big’ debates about the EU’s future shape and size 
and the more topical issues of the day were discussed in local meetings. Th is 
interest manifests itself in a surprisingly high number of EU working groups and 
committees that have been set up, and the many EU spokespersons/ secretaries 
that the PS’s  fédérations  and the SPD’s  Landesverbände  have put in place. By con-
trast, the Labour Party’s constituencies have not established EU committees but 
appear to keep in touch with their MEPs to receive regular EU updates. 

 Yet, and third, only very few of the local and regional parties eff ectively scru-
tinise the party leaderships’ European policies or attempt to infl uence them 
directly. Indeed, only a handful of activists write resolutions on EU topics. Whilst 
a large majority of survey respondents and interviewees are aware of the formal 
channels of infl uence that are available to the party on the ground, they very 
rarely make use of them. Th e party on the ground (the principal) has thus del-
egated much of its EU policy- making power to the party in central offi  ce and in 
public offi  ce. Interviews and questionnaires with activists from the three parties 
indicate that the grassroots were aware of this power gap, and that some were 
trying to become ‘players’ rather than remain ‘cheerleaders’. 

  Chapter 6  turns the attention to the power dynamics inside the party in cen-
tral offi  ce. It has been argued that the party in central offi  ce’s power over the 
party’s overall direction has waned over the years. Katz and Mair wrote that the 
parliamentary party (and government) received more state funding than before, 
and that it was therefore better resourced to deal with policy than the party in 
central offi  ce or on the ground (Katz and Mair,  1995 ,  2009 ). Th e shift  of resources 
is not the only trend facing party bureaucracies. Since the late 1990s, thanks to 
European regulation, the Europarties have been empowered (Johansson and 
Raunio,  2005 ; Lightfoot,  2006 ). In this process, they have become policy- seeking 
organisations. Most notably, in 2013, the PES, for the fi rst time, ratifi ed a funda-
mental programme, which was endorsed by all member parties. It is therefore 
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legitimate to ask:  To what extent have Labour, the PS, and the SPD’s central 
bureaucracies delegated their power to formulate EU policy and infl uence the 
selection of MEP candidates to the PES? Have they become ‘lions’ or are they 
‘toothless tigers’?  Chapter 6  analyses each party’s executive committee(s) and the 
European and international departments’ role in the formulation of European 
policies. Finally, each section also examines the party in central offi  ce’s relation-
ship with the PES. Th e focus of the analysis lies on the role of the party in central 
offi  ce in the formulation of European policies and, to a much smaller extent, the 
selection of EU specialists. By doing so, the chapter reveals a complex picture of 
power dynamics between the diff erent faces of the party. It demonstrates that 
the parties in central offi  ce are not ‘lions’ in the sense that they do not hold the 
power to formulate EU policies. At the same time they are not entirely power-
less in EU matters, as the label ‘toothless tigers’ would imply. Rather, Labour, 
the PS, and the SPD in central offi  ce are ‘toothless tigers with claws’ that com-
plement the work of the party in public offi  ce. What the three parties have in 
common is that the power to select candidates for the European elections still 
lies fi rmly at the (sub)national level. In addition, all other EU specialists, in pub-
lic or central offi  ce, are (s)elected at the national level. In that respect, virtually 
no power has been delegated to the PES. Yet, when we consider the formulation 
of European policies, then the picture is more complicated and diverse. In par-
ticular, the SPD’s executive and the PS’s national secretariat are well equipped 
to formulate long- term policies about the EU, hence their involvement in the 
writing of party manifestos. Both the SPD and PS have also tried to involve the 
parliamentary party and European parliamentary party more in the formulation 
of European policies, thereby building a European network that spreads across 
two faces of the party. Meanwhile, inside the Labour Party in central offi  ce, EU 
policy expertise is limited to a very small number of advisors around the party 
leader. Indeed, in the study of the three parties in central offi  ce, Labour stood 
out as the least EU- savvy. What is more, whilst the PS and SPD have (albeit to 
diff erent degrees and at diff erent times) pulled their weight inside the PES and 
delegated some of their policy- making power to the PES, Labour has found it dif-
fi cult to accept the PES as a policy- seeking organisation.  Chapter 6  then explains 
the diff erences between the dealings of the three parties in central offi  ce with the 
EU through three interlinked factors: the parties’ status in government or oppos-
ition; resources available to the party bureaucracy; and ideological convergence 
or divergence with the PES. 

  Chapter 7  completes the survey of the three parties by exploring power dele-
gation inside the party in public offi  ce, which refers to politicians in elected 
offi  ce, such as MPs and government ministers (who, in the case of the SPD and 
the PS, are not always MPs). Th is chapter thus investigates the role played by 
the party in public offi  ce (MPs) in the formulation of European policies and the 
selection of EU specialists. It fi rst analyses the House of Commons, the National 
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Assembly, and the  Bundestag ’s EU scrutiny powers and the internal organisa-
tion of EU aff airs. Second, it investigates the three parliamentary parties’ deal-
ings with the EU. Th e chapter fi nds that overall, MPs from the Labour Party, the 
French Socialist Party, and the German Social Democratic Party have delegated 
a large amount of EU policy- making power to their respective government and 
to MEPs, oft en without exerting much formal control. Especially when in power, 
MPs tend to leave EU policies to their government. Th us, whilst the party in 
public offi  ce has some obvious advantages over the party in central offi  ce and 
the party on the ground (above all, policy expertise and resources), it is not the 
clear ‘winner’ in the formulation of EU policy and the selection of EU specialists. 

 It would, however, be wrong to simply dismiss the power of MPs to hold 
the government to account and to infl uence the party in central offi  ce and the 
MEPs. Indeed,  Chapter 7  identifi es a number of important diff erences between 
Labour, the PS, and the SPD. Most notably, out of the three parliamentary par-
ties, the SPD stands out in its level of engagement in EU aff airs. Th e SPD group 
in the  Bundestag  generally has more infl uence in the formulation of EU pol-
icies and the selection of EU specialists than Labour and the PS. Th e diff erences 
between the three parties is explained by looking at three broad, interlinked fac-
tors: the institutional structure the three parties operate in; the way in which the 
three parties have chosen to organise and prioritise their EU expertise in parlia-
ment; and the parties’ general attitude towards the EU. 

  Chapter 8  draws together some of the main lessons of the preceding analysis. 
It summarises the principal fi ndings of the study and explains the diff erences 
and similarities between the three parties. It also highlights the democratic defi -
cit inside the three parties. Next, the normative implications of these fi ndings 
are stressed and it is argued that parties should be internally democratic organi-
sations. Inclusive processes of EU policy- making and selection of EU special-
ists might be time- consuming and occasionally cause controversy. Th e EU has 
become too important to be left  to a few specialists in London, Paris, and Berlin. 
It is up to the parties themselves to engage more with the EU from the bottom 
to the top. 

       Notes 
     1     Th is study concentrates on the PS in mainland France and on the Labour Party in 

England, as Labour has separate structures in the devolved regions of Scotland, Wales, 
and Northern Ireland.  

     2     All interviews for this study were conducted in English, French, and German. All French 
and German interviews were later translated into English, as were other sources, such as 
manifestos or speeches given by French and German politicians.  

     3     One additional background interview has been conducted with a former MEP from the 
UK Conservative Party. Th is was done in order to put the Labour Party’s MEP candidate 
selection process into perspective.     


