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Europe's political parties

The shrinking big tents

Across western Europe, the leading parties are shedding votes
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A TUBBY, bespectacled man leads his Eurosceptic party into third place in a tight Finnish election.
In a German state ruled by the Christian Democrats for 58 years, the Greens come top, led by a
former teacher who will be the party’s first state premier. In the Netherlands the success of an
extravagantly coiffed populist has led mainstream parties to court him.
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Recent elections have laid bare the established parties’ woes, but

the causes go back decades. One is the decline of institutions that linked individuals to
parties—the church in countries with a tradition of Christian democracy, or trade unions that
channelled funds (and votes) to left-wing parties. With pews empty and unions shrinking to a
mostly public-sector rump, old parties are seeing their membership lists shrivel and their
financing dry up.

Class allegiances and tribal ties have also lost their force. Britain’s Conservative and Labour
parties could once rely on millions of “votes for life”. No longer. Voting has become more a matter
of consumer choice than of ideological fealty. The cosy consensus that so often marked post-war
politics is gone. “People are no longer spending 20 years in a party, a union or even a job,” says
Bruno Cautrés at Sciences Po university in Paris. “They don't like organisations to speak for
them; they want to speak for themselves.”

The rise of globalisation and the transfer of powers to Brussels have also made old parties less
potent. In the decades after the war, when strong forces forged political consensus, economies
were growing fast and demography seemed favourable, the big-tent parties could make a clear
offer to voters: state health care, government-funded pensions. Today, when governments seem
unable to stop factories shifting jobs to Asia or immigrants flooding in, voters find the big parties
less appealing.

The fragmentation of the big parties makes forming governments harder. Now that Germany has
five national parties instead of three, the country is likely to see more awkward coalitions, or
grand coalitions in the Austrian style. The process of forming Dutch governments has become
ever more elaborate. Belgium has had no government for over a year.

As the big parties flounder, a cadre of challengers is on the march. In some countries former
fringe parties have joined the mainstream, often holding the balance of power. Britain’s Liberal
Democrats, whose predecessor party took just 3% of the vote in the 1950s, joined a Tory-led
coalition after winning 23% last year. Germany’s Greens, who are soaring in the polls, may join
the federal government again after the next election. Regional parties are growing in such
countries as Britain, Italy and Spain, sometimes joining or becoming key supports for national
governments.
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