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Preface

Why yet another textbook on EU politics? And why in a series on compara-
tive politics? For us, the answers to these two questions are closely linked. 
Having taught EU politics for several years, both of us grew increasingly dis-
satisfied with the introductory texts on EU politics available on the market. 
Our dissatisfaction stemmed from two facts. First, existing textbooks on EU 
politics tend to be too descriptive for our liking. Vast parts of those texts are 
devoted to discussing the details of the EU’s institutional set-up or the intri-
cacies of EU decision-making procedures. By contrast, we are more interested 
in the political processes that take place within the EU. Knowledge of the 
EU’s institutions and procedures is necessary in order to study those proc-
esses fruitfully, but our objective in teaching EU politics is to give students an 
understanding of how politics in the EU works, not of the EU’s institutions 
and procedures per se. Second, most textbooks still look at the EU as a ‘one-
of-a-kind’ system or, as it is commonly put in the EU studies literature, as an 
organization ‘sui generis’. The focus on the EU’s uniqueness makes it difficult 
for students to relate their understanding of EU politics to what they know 
about other political systems. We believe that, increasingly, the EU can best 
be studied from a comparative politics perspective, and that this should form 
the leading premise of a textbook on EU politics. In that sense, we build on 
the pioneering work of the one textbook on EU politics that does discuss 
the EU in a comparative politics framework: Simon Hix’s Political System of the 
European Union. At the same time, Hix’s text is both too difficult as an intro-
ductory text for students who are new to the EU and looks at the EU from one 
specific theoretical lens – that of rational choice theory. What we were look-
ing for was a book that we could use for undergraduate students new to the 
subject and that would draw upon a wider range of theoretical approaches. 
Hence this book.

Why comparative politics?
For us, the core assumption underlying a comparative politics approach to 
the EU is that most of the questions that can be asked of domestic political 
systems can also be asked of the EU – even if the answers to those questions 
are not always the same. The latter addition is crucial because we do not 
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mean to imply that the EU is ‘essentially’ (whatever that may mean) or even 
just for practical purposes a ‘state’ or ‘like a state’. What we do claim is that 
the kind of questions that we normally ask of domestic political systems can 
(and should) also be asked of the EU. These include questions such as: How
are relations between the ‘executive’ and the ‘legislative’ organized? In what 
ways do citizen opinions play a role in political decision-making? What role 
do political parties play in politics? How much influence do interest groups 
have over policy-making? How do issues reach the political agenda? How are 
policies implemented once they have been adopted? It is not self-evident that 
these questions can be asked of any political institution. For instance, we 
doubt whether it would yield useful insights to ask about the role of political 
parties in the World Trade Organization or executive–legislative relationships 
in the United Nations Organization. In order for these questions to make 
sense, the actors that we commonly look at when studying domestic politics 
at least need to be present in the political system we are interested in. In the 
case of the EU, so we argue, this is indeed the case.

Having said that, the answers that we give to those questions will often 
be different in the EU than in domestic political systems. Although it makes 
sense to study political parties in the EU, their organization and the role they 
play in EU politics are quite different from the way they operate in most EU 
member states. Likewise, we can study executive–parliamentary relations in 
the EU but in doing so we will have to acknowledge that ‘the executive’ is 
much less clearly defined in the EU than in domestic politics. This, however, 
is exactly the point of looking at the EU from a comparative politics perspec-
tive: by asking the same questions, we can see more clearly both where EU 
politics is similar to domestic politics and where it is different. This is not 
unlike the benefit of applying a comparative politics perspective to domestic 
political systems – after all, no two countries are identical and in studying 
them comparatively we will see both commonalities and points at which spe-
cific countries are unique.

How this book is organized
In taking a comparative politics perspective, we have made a number of 
choices about the organization of the book. Since our focus is on gaining an 
understanding of how EU politics works, our treatment of the history, institu-
tions and policies of the EU has been structured in such a way that it invites 
comparisons with other political systems and concentrates on the political 
dynamics of the EU.

This book consists of three parts plus a concluding chapter. The first part 
(Chapters 1–4) lays the foundation for studying EU politics by developing a 
working knowledge of the historical development of the EU (Chapter 1), the-
oretical approaches to studying EU politics (Chapter 2) and the institutions 
and procedures of the EU (Chapters 3 and 4). We do not see this knowledge as 
an end in itself. Although we acknowledge that an understanding of history, 
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institutions and procedures is important for understanding political systems 
and political processes, we also believe that – in a political science textbook –
discussions of history, institutions and procedures should be instrumental to 
discussions of political processes. Hence, we seek to place the EU’s history, 
institutions and procedures within the framework of the EU’s political sys-
tem as a whole and we elucidate the logic behind the EU’s institutional and 
procedural framework.

The second part (Chapters 5–7) moves on to discuss the role of three key 
actors in politics: citizens (Chapter 5), interest groups (Chapter 6) and polit-
ical parties (Chapter 7). In these three chapters, we show what role they play 
in EU politics and how this compares to the roles of citizens, interest groups 
and political parties in domestic political systems. In this way, a better insight 
can be obtained of how the EU works and what it is that makes EU politics 
‘tick’.

The third part focuses on policies. Policies are arguably a key ‘output’ 
of any political system. It is in making policies that politics has its greatest 
impact on society. Therefore, much of what political actors do is linked, one 
way or another, to influencing policies. In discussing EU policy-making, we 
take a thematic approach. After an overview of policy-making and the main 
policy fields in Chapter 8, we take a closer look at three important aspects 
of policy-making processes: agenda-setting (Chapter 9), decision-making 
(Chapter 10) and implementation (Chapter 11). By reading these chapters, 
students will be equipped with the conceptual and theoretical tools that 
they can subsequently use to study and analyse specific policies and policy 
areas.

Finally, Chapter 12 brings together a number of threads woven throughout 
this book. It does so by reflecting on three important issues in debates on the 
EU. First, it takes a look into the future and shows how the insights presented 
in this book can help analyse developments in the EU. Second, it discusses the 
issue of democracy in the context of the EU. Having compared the EU with 
other (democratic) political systems, what can we say about the democratic 
credentials of the EU itself ? Finally, we come back to the comparative method 
itself, reflecting on the added value it has provided in this book.

Features to help you learn
Learning a subject is not just about substance, it is also about the appropri-
ate ways of bringing the substance to life. Therefore, we have sought to aid 
students’ understanding of the EU by adding a number of learning tools that 
link abstract concepts and theories to concrete issues and debates:

In briefings, important issues are highlighted and background informa-
tion is given without distracting from the argument in the main text.
Fact files provide concise overviews of key facts for easy reference.
Small boxes in the margin of the text define and explain key concepts.
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Students are engaged in debating EU politics through controversy boxes 
that discuss topical debates in the EU and invite students to reflect on 
them.
In addition, we have developed a number of ‘navigating the EU’ exercises 
for each chapter. In these exercises, students are encouraged to further 
explore EU politics by making use of the vast amounts of information now 
available on the Internet. Because of the changeability of Internet sources, 
these exercises are not included in the book itself but are available on the 
website www.navigatingthe.eu.

All in all, we have sought to write a book that will be attractive to stu-
dents and instructors alike. It will be of interest to those studying or teaching 
courses in the fields of political science, government and European studies. 
For those, we hope to have written a book that is accessible, stimulating and 
clear – the kind of book we wanted to use in our own courses.
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