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 Democratic theory considers it fundamental for parties in government to be 
both responsive to their electorate and responsible to internal and international 
constraints. But recently these two roles have become more and more 
incompatible with Mair’s growing divide in European party systems between 
parties which claim to represent, but don’t deliver, and those which deliver, 
but are no longer seen to represent truer than ever. 

 This book contains a qualitative and quantitative analysis of the behaviour 
of the opposition parties in eleven European democracies across Western and 
East Central Europe. Specifi cally, it investigates the parliamentary behaviour 
of the opposition parties, and shows that the party context is increasingly 
diverse. It demonstrates the emergence of two distinct types of opposition: 
one more cooperative, carried out by the mainstream parties (those with 
government aspirations), and one more adversarial focusing on government 
scrutiny rather than on policy alternatives (parties permanently excluded 
from power). It systematically and analytically explores the sources of their 
behaviour, whilst acknowledging that opposition is broader than its mere 
parliamentary behaviour. Finally, it considers the European agenda and the 
economic crisis as two possible intervening variables that might have an 
impact on the opposition parties’ behaviour and the government–opposition 
relations. As such, it responds to questions that are major concerns for the 
European democracies of the new millennium. 

 This text will be of key interest to students and scholars of political parties, 
European politics, comparative politics and democracy. 

  Elisabetta De Giorgi  is a Researcher at the Portuguese Institute of International 
Relations (IPRI) of the NOVA University of Lisbon, Portugal. 

  Gabriella Ilonszki  is Professor of Political Science at Corvinus University of 
Budapest, Hungary, and Doctor of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. 



 Routledge Studies on Political Parties and Party Systems 
 Series Editors:
 Ingrid van Biezen
Leiden University, the Netherlands
and
Fernando Casal Bértoa
University of Nottingham ,  UK  

 This new series focuses on major issues affecting political parties in a broad 
sense. It welcomes a wide-range of theoretical and methodological approaches 
on political parties and party systems in Europe and beyond, including com-
parative works examining regions outside of Europe. In particular, it aims to 
improve our present understanding of these topics through the examination of 
the crisis of political parties and challenges party organizations face in the con-
temporary world, the increasing internal complexity of party organizations in 
terms of regulation, funding, membership, the more frequent presence of party 
system change, and the development of political parties and party systems in 
under-researched countries. 

  The Regulation of Post-Communist Party Politics  
 Edited by Fernando Casal Bértoa and Ingrid van Biezen 

  Party Systems in Young Democracies  
 Varieties of institutionalization in Sub-Saharan Africa 
 Edalina Rodrigues Sanches 

  Opposition Parties in European Legislatures  
 Confl ict or Consensus? 
 Edited by Elisabetta De Giorgi and Gabriella Ilonszki 

 For more information about this series, please visit: www.routledge.com/
Routledge-Studies-on-Political-Parties-and-Party-Systems/book-series/PPPS 

http://www.routledge.com/Routledge-Studies-on-Political-Parties-and-Party-Systems/book-series/PPPS
http://www.routledge.com/Routledge-Studies-on-Political-Parties-and-Party-Systems/book-series/PPPS


 Opposition Parties in 
European Legislatures 
 Confl ict or Consensus? 

 Edited by Elisabetta De Giorgi 
and Gabriella Ilonszki 



 First published 2018 
 by Routledge 
 2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN 

 and by Routledge 
 711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017 

  Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business  

 © 2018 selection and editorial matter, Elisabetta De Giorgi and Gabriella 
Ilonszki; individual chapters, the contributors 

 The right of Elisabetta De Giorgi and Gabriella Ilonszki to be identifi ed as 
the authors of the editorial material, and of the authors for their individual 
chapters, has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the 
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 

 All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or 
utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now 
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any 
information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from 
the publishers. 

  Trademark notice : Product or corporate names may be trademarks or 
registered trademarks, and are used only for identifi cation and explanation 
without intent to infringe. 

  British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data  
 A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library 

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data  
 A catalog record for this book has been requested 

 ISBN: 978-1-138-67487-5 (hbk) 
 ISBN: 978-1-315-56101-1 (ebk) 

 Typeset in Times New Roman 
 by Apex CoVantage, LLC 



  Figures   vii
  Tables   ix
  Contributors   xiii

  1 Introduction  1
 GABRIELLA ILONSZKI AND ELISABETTA DE GIORGI 

  2 Denmark: strengthened opposition, yet high levels 
of cooperation  17
 FLEMMING JUUL CHRISTIANSEN 

  3 Germany: heated debates but cooperative behaviour  35
 CHRISTIAN STECKER 

  4 The Netherlands: the reinvention of consensus democracy  53
 SIMON OTJES,  TOM LOUWERSE AND ARCO TIMMERMANS 

  5 Italy: when responsibility fails. Parliamentary opposition 
in times of crisis  73
 FRANCESCO MARANGONI AND LUCA VERZICHELLI 

  6 Portugal: the unexpected path of far left parties, 
from permanent opposition to government support  95
 ELISABETTA DE GIORGI AND FEDERICO RUSSO 

  7 Spain: government and opposition cooperation in a 
multi-level context  113
 ANNA M. PALAU AND LUZ MUÑOZ 

  8 Czech Republic: weak governments and divided 
opposition in times of crisis  133
 PETRA GUASTI AND ZDENKA MANSFELDOVÁ 

 Contents 



vi Contents

  9 Hungary: the de(con)struction of parliamentary opposition  151
 RÉKA VÁRNAGY AND GABRIELLA ILONSZKI 

 10 Poland: opposition in the making  171
 AGNIESZKA DUDZIŃSKA AND WITOLD BETKIEWICZ 

 11 Romania: an ambivalent parliamentary opposition  191
 SERGIU GHERGHINA AND MIHAIL CHIRU 

 12 Switzerland: when opposition is in government  211
 JAN ROSSET, ANDREA PILOTTI AND YANNIS PAPADOPOULOS 

 13 Conclusions  229
 ELISABETTA DE GIORGI AND GABRIELLA ILONSZKI 

 Index  247



  1.1 The opposition parties’ goals and strategies  3
  3.1 Number of bills and success rate by initiator (1991–2016)  47
  5.1 Monthly average of individual acts of oversight (Interpellations/

Questions) from oppositions MPs  86
 10.1  Comparison of the dynamics of the opposition’s support 

for government and the dynamics of passing the opposition’s 
bills (1997–2015)  182

 12.1 Share of favourable votes to government bills, by parliamentary 
group (1999–2011)  216

 12.2 Frequency and evolution of legislative coalitions in the 
National Council (percentage)  221

 Figures 



http://taylorandfrancis.com


 1.1 Factors that might have a positive/negative effect on the 
confl ict potential in the 11 countries under analysis  11

 2.1 Political parties in the Danish parliament (2005–2016)  19
 2.2 Government and opposition composition (2005–2016)  21
 2.3 Percentage of favourable votes for government bills by 

all parties, per government (2005–2016)  22
 2.4 Parliamentary activities of all parties, per government 

(2005–2016)  26
 3.1 Political parties in the German parliament (1991–2017)  37
 3.2 Government and opposition composition (1991–2013)  38
 3.3 Percentage of favourable votes to government bills by 

all parties, per government (1991–2013)  40
 3.4 The explanatory factors of the opposition’s voting behaviour 

in Germany (1991–2013)  43
 3.5 Parliamentary questions of all parties, per government 

(2002–2017)  45
 4.1 Political parties in the Dutch parliament (1998–2017)  54
 4.2 Government and opposition composition (1998–2014)  55
 4.3 Percentage of favourable votes to government bills by 

all parties, per government (1998–2014)  57
 4.4 Parliamentary questions of all parties, per government 

(1998–2014)  63
 4.5 Motions of all parties, per government (1998–2014)  65
 4.6 Policy agreements between coalition and opposition 

(2012–2015)  66
 5.1 Political parties in the Italian parliament (1996–2017)  76
 5.2 Government and opposition composition (1996–2017)  78
 5.3 Index of consensus for government’s bills, mean value 

(and standard deviation) by party group (1996–2016)  80
 5.4 The explanatory factors of the opposition’s voting 

behaviour in Italy (1996–2016)  84

 Tables 



x Tables

 5.5 Parliamentary activities of all parties, per government 
(1996–2016)  87

 6.1 Political parties in the Portuguese parliament (1995–2015)  96
 6.2 Government and opposition composition (1995–2015)  97
 6.3 Percentage of favourable votes to government bills by 

all parties, per government (1995–2015)  100
 6.4 The explanatory factors of the opposition’s voting behaviour 

in Portugal (1995–2015)  102
 6.5 Parliamentary activities of all parties, per government 

(2005–2015)  105
 7.1 Political parties in the Spanish parliament (1996–2015)  114
 7.2 Government and opposition composition (1996–2015)  115
 7.3 Percentage of favourable votes to government bills by 

all parties, per government (1996–2015)  118
 7.4 The explanatory factors of the opposition’s voting behaviour 

in Spain (1996–2015)  119
 7.5 Parliamentary activities of all parties, per government 

(1996–2015)  122
 8.1 Political parties in the Czech parliament (2003–2013)  135
 8.2 Government and opposition composition (2003–2013)  136
 8.3 Percentage of favourable votes to government bills by 

all parties, per government (2003–2013)  138
 8.4 Percentage of oral interpellations by party (2007–2009)  141
 8.5 Percentage of written interpellations by party and 

parliamentary term (2003–2013)  142
 9.1 Political parties in the Hungarian parliament (1998–2014)  154
 9.2 Government and opposition composition (1994–2014)  155
 9.3 Percentage of favourable votes to government bills by 

all parties, per government (1998–2014)  157
 9.4 Voting correlation between parties  159
 9.5 Parliamentary activities of all parties, per government 

(1998–2014)  162
 10.1 Political parties in the Polish parliament (1997–2015)  173
 10.2 Government and opposition composition (1997–2015)  175
 10.3 Percentage of favourable votes to government bills by 

all parties, per government (1997–2015)  177
 10.4 The explanatory factors of the opposition’s voting behaviour 

in Poland (1997–2015)  180
 11.1 Political parties in the Romanian parliament (2007–2011)  193
 11.2 Government and opposition composition (2007–2011)  194
 11.3 Percentage of favourable votes to government bills by 

all parties, per government (2007–2011)  197
 11.4 The explanatory factors of the opposition’s voting behaviour 

in Romania (2007–2011)  198



Tables xi

 11.5 Parliamentary activities of all parties, per government 
(2007–2012)  204

 12.1 Political parties in the Swiss parliament (1999–2011)  213
 12.2 Government and opposition composition (1999–2011)  215
 12.3 Parliamentary initiatives by political actors in 2006 and 2010  219
 13.1 Confl ict or consensus? The opposition parties’ voting 

behaviour in 11 European countries  231



http://taylorandfrancis.com


  Witold Betkiewicz  is an assistant professor of sociology at the Institute of 
Political Studies of the Polish Academy of Sciences. His academic inter-
est concerns local, regional elites as well as public administration institu-
tions and their behavior. Recently he published “Odmiany profesjonalizacji 
wielkomiejskiej elity politycznej” [Variations of Professionalization of the 
Metropolitan Political Elite],  Studia Polityczne  [Political Studies] 2016/1; 
Polski model kariery zawodowej urzędników wyższego szczebla” [Polish 
Model of Professional Careers of the Highest Civil Servants],  Studia Poli-
tyczne  2014/3. 

 Contact: bewit@isppan.waw.pl 

  Mihail Chiru  is a postdoctoral researcher at Median Research Centre, Bucha-
rest. He is mainly interested in legislative behaviour, candidate campaigns 
and party politics. 

 Contact: mihail_chiru@yahoo.com 

  Flemming Juul Christiansen  is Assistant Professor at Roskilde University. 
His main interests are legislative bargaining, parliamentary governments 
and political parties. With co-authors or alone he has published in  American 
Journal of Political Science ,  European Journal of Political Research ,  Party 
Politics ,  West European Politics , among others. 

 Contact: fjc@ruc.dk 

  Elisabetta De Giorgi  is a Researcher at the Portuguese Institute of Inter-
national Relations (IPRI) of the NOVA University of Lisbon. Her main 
research interests are parliaments from a comparative perspective and polit-
ical parties. She has published several articles in national and international 
journals – in  Acta Politica ,  Journal of Legislative Studies ,  Italian Political 
Science Review ,  South European Society and Politics , among others – and 
the book  L’opposizione parlamentare in Italia. Dall’antiberlusconismo 
all’antipolitica  (2016). 

 Contact: elisabettadegiorgi@gmail.com 

 Contributors 

mailto:bewit@isppan.waw.pl
mailto:mihail_chiru@yahoo.com
mailto:fjc@ruc.dk
mailto:elisabettadegiorgi@gmail.com


xiv Contributors

  Agnieszka Dudzińska,  sociologist, works at the Institute of Political Stud-
ies of the Polish Academy of Sciences in Warsaw. Her research interests 
involve legislation, political system, public policy, political institutions and 
representation. Expert at several government institutions. In 2015, she pub-
lished a book,  System zamknięty. Socjologiczna analiza procesu legislacyj-
nego  [The Closed System. A Sociological Analysis of Legislative Process]. 

 Contact: agdudz@isppan.waw.pl 

  Sergiu Gherghina  is a Lecturer in Comparative Politics, Department of 
Politics, University of Glasgow. His research interests lie in party poli-
tics, legislative and voting behaviour, democratisation and the use of direct 
democracy. 

 Contact: sergiulor@yahoo.com 

  Petra Guasti  is a Postdoctoral Research Fellow at the Goethe University 
Frankfurt and senior associate researcher in the Department of Political 
Sociology, IS CAS in Prague. Her research focuses on political institution-
alisation and participation in political terms (parties and parliament) and the 
non-political meso-structures, democratisation and democratic innovations. 

 Contact: guasti@uni-frankfurt.de 

  Gabriella Ilonszki , Professor of Political Science, Doctor of the Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences. Her research interests include parliamentary and 
party developments in East Central Europe, both in institutional and person-
nel aspects, including leaders, elites and women. 

 Contact: gabriella.ilonszki@uni-corvinus.hu 

  Tom Louwerse  is Assistant Professor in Political Science at Leiden Uni-
versity, the Netherlands. His research focuses on parliamentary politics, 
political parties and elections. He has published in leading journals, 
including    Electoral Studies ,  Party Politics ,  Political Studies    and    West Euro-
pean Politics . 

 Contact: t.p.louwerse@fsw.leidenuniv.nl 

  Zdenka Mansfeldová  is a senior research fellow and Head of the Depart-
ment of Political Sociology at the Institute of Sociology, Czech Academy 
of Sciences. She has specialised in political sociology and has concentrated 
on the study of the functioning of modern democracies and their institu-
tions, quality of governance, emerging security threats, political and 
non-political forms of interest representation, with a long-lasting interest 
in social dialogue. 

 Contact: zdenka.mansfeldova@soc.cas.cz 

  Francesco Marangoni  is Associate Professor of Political Science at the Uni-
versity of Siena, where he teaches public policy analysis and social policy. 
He has published several articles and essays in the fi elds of comparative 

mailto:agdudz@isppan.waw.pl
mailto:sergiulor@yahoo.com
mailto:guasti@uni-frankfurt.de
mailto:gabriella.ilonszki@uni-corvinus.hu
mailto:t.p.louwerse@fsw.leidenuniv.nl
mailto:zdenka.mansfeldova@soc.cas.cz


Contributors xv

political institutions and political elites. Among his recent works,  Il Gov-
erno  (il Mulino, 2015, with Maurizio Cotta) and  The Challenge of Coali-
tion Government: The Italian Case  (Routledge, co-edited with Nicolò 
Conti). 

 Contact: fmarangoni77@gmail.com 

  Luz Muñoz  is a postdoc researcher in the Department of Political Science at 
the University of Barcelona. She has been a visiting researcher at the School 
of Geography, Politics and Sociology of the University of Newcastle (2013), 
Faculty of Law at the Universidad Iberoamericana (2013) and the Center for 
American Politics and Public Policy, University of Washington (2009). Her 
research focuses on agenda setting and government–opposition dynamics. 
Other topics of interest are interest groups politics, advocacy groups and 
legal mobilisation. 

 Contact: luzmunozma@ub.edu 

  Simon Otjes  is a researcher at the Documentation Centre Dutch Political Par-
ties of Groningen University. He is specialised in party politics and leg-
islative behaviour. He has previously published in the  American Journal 
of Political Science, European Journal of Political Research  and  Party 
Politics . 

 Contact: simon@simonotjes.nl 

  Anna M. Palau  is Associate Professor in the Department of Political Sci-
ence at the University of Barcelona. Her research focuses on the analysis 
of agenda-setting dynamics and parliamentary behaviour. She is co-author 
of the book Agenda Dynamics in Spain (Palgrave) and has published her 
research in journals like  European Union Politics ,  Comparative Political 
Studies ,  West European Politics ,  Journal of Public Policy  and  Journal of 
Legislative Studies , among others. 

 Contact: apalau@ub.edu 

  Yannis Papadopoulos  is a Professor of Swiss politics and public policy at 
the Institute of Political, Historical and International Studies, University of 
Lausanne. He is a co-editor of the  Handbuch der Schweizer Politik-Manuel 
de la politique Suisse  (Zurich, NZZ Verlag, 5th updated ed., 2014; English 
translation:  Handbook of Swiss Politics , NZZ Publishing, 2nd updated ed. 
2007), where he was responsible for the section on policymaking processes 
and he co-authored the chapter on the federal government. He has recently 
worked on the impact of Europeanisation and of the rise of populism on the 
domestic power balance and decision making. 

 Contact:  ioannis.papadopoulos@unil.ch  

  Andrea Pilotti  is a researcher at the Institute of Political, Historical and Inter-
national Studies, University of Lausanne. His current research interests 
include parliamentary recruitment as well as urban and regional politics. 

mailto:fmarangoni77@gmail.com
mailto:luzmunozma@ub.edu
mailto:simon@simonotjes.nl
mailto:apalau@ub.edu
mailto:ioannis.papadopoulos@unil.ch


xvi Contributors

He recently published a book on Swiss parliamentary recruitment and the 
reforms of the Federal Assembly ( Entre démocratisation et professionnali-
sation: le Parlement suisse et ses membres de 1910 à 2016 , Zurich, Seismo 
Verlag, 2017). He is member of the Swiss Elite Observatory at the Univer-
sity of Lausanne (www.unil.ch/obelis). 

 Contact: andrea.pilotti@unil.ch 

  Jan Rosset  is a research and teaching fellow at the Department of Political 
Science and International Relations, University of Geneva. His research 
centres on comparative politics, political representation and the link 
between economic and political inequality and has appeared in academic 
journals such as  Comparative Political Studies ,  Journal of Legislative 
Studies  or  West European Politics . His book  Economic Inequality and 
Political Representation in Switzerland  was published by Springer 
in 2016. 

 Contact: Jan.Rosset@unige.ch 

  Federico Russo  is Senior Researcher at Department of History, Society and 
Human Sciences of the University of Salento (Italy), where he teaches 
Political Science and International Relations. His research interests focus 
on political representation, comparative legislative studies and European 
integration. 

 Contact: federico.russo@unisalento.it 

  Christian Stecker  is a postdoctoral researcher and project director at the 
Mannheim Centre for European Social Research. His research focuses on 
the design of democratic institutions, minority governance, party competi-
tion and legislative politics. His work has been published in journals includ-
ing the European Journal of Political Research, Political Analysis, Party 
Politics, and West European Politics. 

 Contact: christian.stecker@mzes.uni-mannheim.de 

  Arco Timmermans  is Professor of Public Affairs at the Institute of Public 
Administration at the Faculty of Governance and Global Affairs at Leiden 
University. His teaching is about public policy in the Netherlands and the 
EU, interest representation and public affairs. His research is on the dynam-
ics of the public and political agenda. He analyzes how interest groups play 
the game of politics, form coalitions, and how they fi nd access to venues for 
infl uence. This teaching and research work also is oriented to promoting the 
dialogue between research and practice. 

 Contact: a.timmermans@fgga.leidenuniv.nl 

  Réka Várnagy , Assistant Professor of Political Science, Corvinus University 
of Budapest. In her research she focuses on parties and party development 
and legislative issues. 

 Contact: reka.varnagy@uni-corvinus.hu 

http://www.unil.ch/obelis
mailto:andrea.pilotti@unil.ch
mailto:Jan.Rosset@unige.ch
mailto:federico.russo@unisalento.it
mailto:christian.stecker@mzes.uni-mannheim.de
mailto:a.timmermans@fgga.leidenuniv.nl
mailto:reka.varnagy@uni-corvinus.hu


Contributors xvii

  Luca Verzichelli  is Professor of Political Science at the University of Siena, 
where he teaches political communication and global politics. Among his 
research interests, political elites in Europe and comparative political insti-
tutions. He is co-author of Political Institutions in Italy (Oxford University 
Press, 2007) and co-editor of  The Europe of Elite  (Oxford University Press, 
2012). 

 Contact: verzichelli@unisi.it 
  
 

mailto:verzichelli@unisi.it


http://taylorandfrancis.com


 1 

 There are many types and forms of opposition in modern societies and the 
day-to-day usage of the word encompasses a wide “variety of developments” 
( Blondel, 1997 , p. 462). 1  However, as opposition has evolved, it has become 
mainly associated with the institutionalisation of political confl ict ( Rokkan, 
1970 ) together with the rise of modern democracy. The present volume, there-
fore, focuses on the specifi c form of opposition carried out by political parties 
within parliament, that is, parliamentary opposition. 

 The modern concept of parliamentary opposition has evolved alongside the 
development and institutionalisation of inter-party confl icts in the parliamen-
tary framework and it has been applied in diverse forms in different countries 
over the years. Indeed, the meaning attached to it varies in line with the coun-
tries’ specifi c trends of confl ict and cooperation, which may in turn be affected 
by a large number of factors. The major purpose of this comparative book is 
to shed light on how parliamentary opposition behaves in each of the coun-
tries considered and what affects this behaviour. The aim is also to determine 
whether variation continues to be the main characteristic of this political actor 
both within and among countries, as formerly argued ( Dahl, 1966 ), or whether 
a common trend can be identifi ed in (some of) the countries under analysis. 

 This process has three potential outcomes. First, we may continue to fi nd the 
extreme variation in opposition behaviour identifi ed in Dahl’s classic volume 
on opposition in 1966. To some extent, this is to be expected as the nature and 
management of political confl icts remain rooted in a wide range of politics and 
institutions ( Sartori, 1966 ;  Helms, 2008 ). Furthermore, since the publication 
of Dahl’s volume, this variation has been fostered by the formation of many 
new democracies. Second, we might also fi nd some general shared trends. The 
overarching umbrella of the European Union has inevitably infl uenced the 
behaviour of both governments and oppositions. In addition, parliamentary 
opportunity structures have changed in many European countries along the 
same lines ( von Beyme, 1987 ;  Fish, 2005 ) and we believe this evolution has 
played a role in (re)shaping the opposition’s conduct in recent years. Third and 
fi nally, there have been new developments in many European countries, which 
might have responded to these challenges in various ways. In particular, it is 
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likely that the transformation of the party context – notably the success of new 
party families ( Mair, 1997 ,  2011 ; Bardi et al., 2014) – and the economic crisis 
( Bosco and Verney, 2012 ;  Moury and De Giorgi, 2015 ) have had an impact 
on the opposition’s behaviour. It remains to be seen whether (and how) these 
new developments have led to more varied opposition’s conduct or pushed 
general patterns to evolve. 

 Parliamentary opposition is not a unitary force, as it is always formed by 
numerous actors, that is, political parties. Thus, to understand the role and 
functions of parliamentary opposition, it is paramount to examine how indi-
vidual parties relate with the government and how they interact with each 
other in this process. Their complex connections will be the primary focus of 
this book. 

 Parliamentary opposition is defi ned herein as a political actor composed 
of one or several party groups that oppose the governing forces; its aim is 
to exercise  control  and appear in parliament as a  challenger  that provides an 
alternative to the government in  political  and  policy  terms. This book analyses 
the three main activities undertaken by opposition parties in parliament to 
this end:  voting on legislation ,  proposing legislation  and  scrutinising the 
government . The following sections briefl y describe the distinctions in the 
way the opposition exercises its prerogatives in parliament vis-à-vis several 
systemic and non-systemic variables. Hypotheses will be formulated about 
their impact in three broad areas in particular: the party context, the institu-
tional setting in which parties interact and some specifi c external constraints, 
namely the onset of the global fi nancial crisis and the EU’s increasing interven-
tion in this context – leading to novelties, variation, and general patterns in the 
opposition behaviour. 

 The party context 

 The rich academic literature on party developments presents an array of argu-
ments about partisan features that might impact the behaviour/activities of the 
opposition in parliament. In addition to streamlining these arguments below, 
we identify their potential effect on the opposition’s activity in three broad 
categories: the nature of parties, the nature of the party system and the nature 
of the opposition itself. 

 The party perspective 

 The two major approaches used to explain party behaviour are equally appli-
cable to the behaviour of opposition parties. Whereas the fi rst argues that par-
ties are strategic actors and their goals determine their conduct, the second 
claims that parties’ behaviour is a result of structural attributes. According to 
the fi rst approach, the behaviour of parties on both the opposition and gov-
ernment benches in parliament is driven by electoral, position-seeking and 
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policy-seeking goals because their overriding objective is to gain votes and 
positions and implement policies (Müller and Strøm, 1999;  Andeweg and Nijz-
ink, 1995 ;  Pedersen, 2012 ). Behind a vote for or against a policy related gov-
ernment bill, numerous electoral considerations or prospective offi ce-related 
expectations are played out ( Brauninger and Debus, 2009 ) even in opposition. 
However, these strategic motivations will depend on party attributes as “some 
parties are better suited for strategic action than others” ( Rovny, 2015 , p. 916). 
For example, a major party with many diverse and often contradictory inter-
ests will exercise the role of opposition differently from a minor party, which 
groups just a few interests in a particularly well-defi ned manner. Variation in 
the parties’ features remains a major explanatory source of opposition behav-
iour ( Pedersen, 2012 ). 

 One of the factors that affects behaviour in opposition is the party’s political 
history – for example, its tradition and parliamentary experience ( Steinack, 
2011 ). The context in which a party is formed, notably in new democracies, 
might well matter. The behavioural messages sent by successor parties will dif-
fer from those of new parties: the former might be less confrontational to prove 
their cooperation potential, while the latter might adopt more confrontational 
strategies to build a genuinely new profi le and identity. Party novelty, or more 
broadly, party age and experience will be decisive in these matters. Addi-
tionally, even a simple organisational feature like party size can be expected 
to result in different behaviours: small parties concentrate on scrutiny activ-
ity rather than propose policy initiatives that require considerable resources. 
As  Figure 1.1  shows, it is essential to consider (and test) the combination of 
a party’s strategic aims and structural attributes when explaining opposition 
party behaviour in the following chapters. 

 Figure 1.1  The opposition parties’ goals and strategies
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  The three aspects of the opposition’s parliamentary behaviour analysed 
herein are expected to serve the parties’ goals in different ways. Voting for 
or against government initiatives is largely tied to offi ce-seeking and vote-
seeking goals. This will be the most sensitive parliamentary activity for the 
opposition parties, as it allows them to express their political stances more 
clearly: it shows whether or not they are relentless challengers of the govern-
ment, and sends a clear message to their potential constituency. On these 
grounds, we expect to fi nd the most clear-cut behavioural patterns of opposi-
tion in this activity. The opposition’s scrutiny activity is linked primarily to 
offi ce and policy goals and has a different force: an offi ce related confi dence 
motion or a “simple” parliamentary question will serve different party objec-
tives. Moreover, scrutiny will depend on the diverse intra-parliamentary regu-
lations of each country. Thus, it can be rightly assumed that the opposition’s 
behaviour will vary greatly in this context and possible patterns will not be 
so clearly defi ned. New legislative initiatives of the opposition parties will 
be motivated mainly by policy goals, as occasionally the desire of attracting 
voters’ attention can play a role in this. Parliament is not the terrain for the 
opposition to achieve its own policy results, not to speak of how costly policy 
initiative is overall; we therefore expect more modest activity in this context 
than in the other two. 

 The party system perspective 

 Following the former line of thought, opposition party behaviour will depend 
on the nature of the party system as well as on how parties connect and how 
their political space is organised. 

 When writing about the structure of the party system,  Duverger (1951 ) 
stated that multi-partism and bipartism gave rise to different opposition 
patterns (p. 414), although this is more than a simple numerical relation-
ship. The following are of paramount importance for the opposition’s 
behaviour: the level of polarisation of the party system, i.e. higher polarisa-
tion might trigger a generally higher level of confl ict in terms of action; and 
whether there is a major party that is diffi cult to challenge or alternatively 
several small/medium-size parties with more opportunities to negotiate. 
This generates different behavioural considerations from the opposition’s 
perspective. 

 The party system structure matters even within the opposition area. When 
the opposition party system is polarised, parties can be expected to follow 
more individualistic strategies, and this might also be the case when the 
opposition is fragmented. The opposition party system will consequently 
affect the parties’ goals and their strategy to achieve them: vote, offi ce and 
policy considerations will appear in a different light depending on the spe-
cifi c opposition context. 
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 The opposition perspective 

 The opposition’s government potential or vocation is another fundamental 
feature affecting its conduct. This idea was fi rst developed by Giovanni  Sartori 
(1966 ). “An opposition which knows that it may be called to ‘respond’, i.e. 
which is oriented towards governing and has a reasonable chance to govern 
[. . .] is likely to behave responsibly, in a restrained and realistic fashion. On 
the other hand, a ‘permanent opposition’ which (. . .) knows it will not be called 
on to respond, is likely to take the path of ‘irresponsible opposition’ ” (ibid., 
p. 35). Although Sartori was thinking mainly of the Italian case and its polar-
ised multiparty system, the distinction between responsible and irresponsible 
opposition is still expected to be relevant. 2  

 According to the theory of responsible party government, parties should be 
both responsive to their electorate and responsible for what they do in gov-
ernment. 3  These two concepts have become increasingly incompatible in the 
last decade ( Bardi et al., 2014 ;  Freire et al., 2014 ;  Rose, 2014 ); indeed, some 
scholars have started to speak of a “growing divide” in European party systems 
between parties that govern but are no longer able to represent, and parties that 
claim to represent but do not govern. The latter constitute what  Mair (2011 ) 
calls the “new opposition”: they (almost) never hold any government respon-
sibility and can consequently maintain a high level of responsiveness to their 
electorate; they are usually characterised by a strong populist rhetoric although 
they cannot be defi ned as “anti-system” in Sartori’s use of the term ( 1976 ). 

 However, as Kriesi states, such a sharp division of labour between these two 
types of party seems too static ( 2014 , p. 368). The so-called new opposition 
parties may, in fact, enter the government in a subsequent election and 
the division of labour envisaged by Mair may therefore be transitory rather 
than permanent. Indeed, some extreme right and populist right parties aim to 
acquire government responsibility, and some have actually managed to do 
so (Akkerman et al., 2016;  Ágh, 2016 ;  Enyedi, 2016 ;  Minkenberg, 2013 ). In 
Eastern and Central Europe (ECE), new parties – frequently with a radical 
populist agenda – took a position in government immediately after entering 
parliament without spending any time on the opposition benches. Thus, we can 
assume that their responsiveness versus responsibility credentials are blurred 
( Grotz and Weber, 2016 ). 

 Nonetheless, permanent opposition parties do exist in most European 
democracies and we claim that the temporary versus permanent opposition 
status would signifi cantly affect the parties’ choices in parliament. With this 
distinction in mind, we identify two major goals for opposition parties:  leaving 
opposition , that is, getting into government as soon as possible; and  exploit-
ing opposition , that is, trying to take advantage of the opposition status. These 
goals might give rise to two very different behavioural strategies depending on 
the party’s opposition status. A temporary opposition party – i.e. one that has 
been alternating in power – would consider getting into government a feasible 
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goal. Thus, we expect these opposition parties to be more cooperative in terms 
of voting behaviour and more passive in other parliamentary activity, notably 
legislative initiative and scrutiny activity. As Sartori said, these parties know 
they will be held accountable for their actions, but, we add, they could soon 
be in the government’s position. They therefore usually keep a more moder-
ate profi le in their confrontation with the executive, except in the presence 
of relevant programmatic issues or media attention. As for the second goal, 
we expect parties, notably those permanently in opposition, to act in a more 
adversarial way as well as to be more active; successful parliamentary activ-
ity and the actions of opposition parties outside of parliament increase their 
electoral opportunities and chances of getting into parliament again. Increased 
confrontation often gives more visibility to the actors involved, so they can 
exploit their opposition status in this way. 

 Under favourable conditions, this might even bring about government status 
for them: either electoral considerations or governing rationale might make 
these parties fl y into a governing position. All this implies that the two main 
opposition goals may overlap. These hypotheses will be tested in the country 
chapters. 

 Institutional framework and opportunities 

 Both in government and in opposition, parties act and perform in specifi c insti-
tutional contexts that provide them with varying opportunity structures. This 
section aims to summarise the institutional opportunities for the opposition 
parties and the effects they have on their behaviour. Focus will be placed, in 
particular, on the impact of the structure of competition, type of government, 
presence of strong veto powers and rules of the parliamentary game. 

 Broadly speaking, consensus oriented political systems provide more oppor-
tunities for the opposition than majoritarian democracies ( Lijphart, 1999 ). 
Although this differentiation is mostly based on other than the parliamentary 
features (like the electoral system, government characteristics, type of judicial 
review, etc.), this divide still informs us about how opposition opportunities 
evolve in the parliamentary framework, how decisions are taken, how many 
actors and decision points are involved, and how many veto players there are. 
Furthermore, various majority requirements in the government formation and/
or the decision-making process ( Bergman, 1993 ) will infl uence the confl ict or 
cooperation patterns between government and opposition actors. 

 In majoritarian democracies, competition structures tend to be closed and 
predictable; in contrast, they are more open and unpredictable in consensus 
democracies and depend on the patterns of alternation in government, more 
particularly relating to the range of parties obtaining access to government 
( Mair, 1997 ). Where wholesale alternation prevails, i.e. the entire government 
is replaced, the opposition can and must play a more confl ict-ridden political 
game. On the other hand, where there is partial alternation, i.e. opposition 
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parties possibly overlap in government with their former rivals, more consen-
sus can be expected. Partial government alternation is expected to imply more 
cooperative behaviour from parties as they must maintain good connections in 
view of a prospective cooperation ( Louwerse et al., 2016 ). Wholesale alterna-
tion is less likely when opposition is fragmented; although this does imply not 
only less clear-cut accountability patterns ( Best, 2013 ) but presumably also 
different and more confl ictual behaviour. 

 We can also expect that a constitutionally strong head of state might change 
the government–opposition relationships. Presidential veto rights or the presi-
dent’s partisan sympathies towards a particular party will affect government–
opposition dynamics ( Millard, 2000 ;  Protsyk, 2006 ;  Sedelius and Ekman, 
2010 ). Second chambers might also provide additional opportunities for non-
governing parties. Although the chapters in this volume will focus exclusively 
on the fi rst chambers, the opposition’s mere potential of having substantial 
support and blocking certain decisions in the “other house” will bring about 
anticipatory behaviour on the side of the government ( Manow and Burkhart, 
2007 ), and thus provide the opposition with considerable opportunities. 

 The government’s strength and composition is an additional institutional 
constraint on the opposition parties’ opportunities and behaviour ( Powell, 
2000 ). The opposition’s opportunities when executive power is concentrated 
in a strong single-party majority cabinet are different vis-à-vis those in minor-
ity or multiparty coalition governments. In the former case, parliamentary 
opposition rarely has any signifi cant room of manoeuvre or space to negotiate 
with the government in offi ce, which is already supported by a strong and 
disciplined single-party majority. Nevertheless, the opposition is obliged to put 
itself forward as an alternative in order to compete for power at the following 
election. In the second case, the life of parliamentary opposition seems to be 
more advantageous, particularly for smaller parties, as they represent crucial 
allies for the government so that it can be assured of a majority in parliament 
when divisions on legislation occur ( Pasquino, 1995 ). 

 Finally, the rules of the parliamentary game are thought to infl uence the 
opposition’s behaviour, as they often represent the only resource available to 
opposition parties. The rights and space afforded to the opposition in parlia-
ment by institutional rules are fundamental. In fact, “most of the time opposi-
tions can draw on only two resources in their relations with Governments: good 
reasons, and time” ( King, 1976 , p. 18). Time is provided by the institutional 
rules, while good reasons depend on complex partisan interactions ( Andeweg 
and Nijzink, 1995 ). 

 As far as the opposition’s opportunities in parliament are concerned, two 
paradoxes should be highlighted. First, on one hand, parliament has gener-
ally improved as a working place for the opposition: parliamentary reforms 
have given more visibility and opportunities to the opposition, parliaments 
have become more open by involving the public through different delibera-
tive instruments and new media (Griffi th and Leston-Bandeira, 2012) and the 
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opposition does not seem to be on the losing side in this process. On the other 
hand, the parliaments’ functions and relevance have been challenged in face of 
stronger executives and international – mostly European Union – requirements 
( Laffan, 2014 ;  Goetz, 2014 ), although again the way national parliaments can 
maintain their position varies ( Winzen, 2017 ). The opposition must clearly 
respond to these challenges but paradoxically its opportunities will depend on 
the strength of the entire parliament ( Auel et al., 2015 ). 

 The second paradox lies in the delicate link between formality and 
informality in the parliamentary arena. While the possibilities of getting 
informed are more informal for the government parties, for the opposi-
tion parties need to be regulated through formal rules (Schnapp and Harfts, 
2005, p. 354). This is an important point to consider: paradoxically, we 
cannot gain a full picture of parliamentary deliberation and opposition par-
ties’ behaviour by merely focusing on institutional opportunities and formal 
rules ( Helms, 2008 ), even though these are essential for the opposition. This 
is one of the reasons why each chapter in the book will try to combine quali-
tative descriptive analysis with empirical data analysis. Lastly, the relative 
impact of the partisan and institutional variables remains to be seen when 
both partisan and institutional dynamics are in the making, as happens in 
the new democracies. 

 The external constraints 

 In addition to the potential impact of partisan and institutional explanations, 
two external contexts should be considered to understand confl ict and consen-
sus in opposition. The dilemma between confl ict and consensus tends to pre-
vail in “normal” times, but becomes even more evident when for some reasons 
painful decisions must be made or a new constraint, such as an economic crisis, 
challenges the status quo. What is more advantageous? Does a crisis provide 
the opportunity to attack the rival or does cooperation remain more useful? The 
onset of the global fi nancial crisis made this theoretical question a pragmatic 
reality. We regard that and the expansion of the EU intervention in the national 
decision making of the member states as the two “external” challenges which 
placed policy decisions in a new light for both the government and the opposi-
tion and, more particularly, for the government and opposition parties. 

 The powers and prerogatives of national legislatures have undoubtedly been 
affected by the process of European integration: parliaments have lost part of 
their legislative sovereignty, and their remaining legislative competencies are 
framed by European legislation. At the same time, the executives have been 
strengthened thanks to their direct involvement in EU decision making. Never-
theless, recent research demonstrates that “it is rather diffi cult to maintain the 
argument that national parliaments are not interested or involved in EU affairs” 
( Auel et al., 2015 , p. 75). We can expect that even if opposition parties make 
rather symbolic contributions to policymaking, i.e. legitimating decisions that 


