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FOREWORD

The Parliaments and Legislatures Series provides for the publication
of studies of parliamentary or legislative institutions in democratic so-
cieties. The names parliament and legislature are commonly used to label
the representative assemblies of nations, states, provinces, or regions.
Sometimes the term parliament is reserved for assemblies that mostly
deliberate, ventilate, debate, or provide catharsis, while legislature is
used to refer to assemblies that have strong lawmaking powers. In prac-
tice, this distinction can be misleading: some parliaments wield im-
pressive legislative power, and some legislatures are “rubber stamps.”
The label parliament may be used to denote the representative assembly
in a parliamentary system of government, where the working executive
is chosen or confirmed by the assembly, while the name legislature may
more readily be identified with nonparliamentary, separated systems.
But this distinction is not universal. Accordingly, we consider both
names for representative assemblies to be generic, using them inter-
changeably. And this series of books carries the title “Parliaments and
Legislatures” to signify that all such assemblies, however named, may
fall within the series’ purview.

We are living in an age in which democratic constitutions and pol-
itics are being established, or are emerging, in parts of the world pre-
viously under authoritarian domination. Democracy is one of those
rather uncertain political concepts susceptible to varying meanings. In
contemporary writing about democratization, democracy often means
the existence of a culture of civic participation in which free expression
and free elections may thrive. Democratization, or democratic consol-
idation, is too frequently analyzed only in these terms, without giving
attention to political institutions, and especially to legislative or parlia-
mentary institutions. Yet it seems axiomatic that representative assem-
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blies are essential institutions for democracy in large-scale societies.
This series of books is founded on the assumption that parliaments
and legislatures are at the heart of democracy. The study of democratic
politics must entail anatomizing the selection, structure, performance,
and impact of parliamentary or legislative institutions.

Heretofore, parliaments and legislatures have been studied mainly
at the national level. Most of our knowledge about these institutions
comes from research on assemblies like the United States Congress
and the British and to some extent the Commonwealth parliaments,
and there are a few scattered studies of parliaments elsewhere. The
main exception to this national focus in legislative studies is provided
by state legislatures in the United States, where 50 semisovereign sub-
national units have their own important lawmaking bodies.

Today, subnational legislative assemblies, apart from the American
state legislatures, have emerged as vitally important entities for obser-
vation and analysis. Changes occurring across the democratic world
stir demands for significant political participation in local communi-
ties, local control of crucial governing activities, political decision mak-
ing by community institutions, and reduced centralization, devolving
political power from national to regional, provincial, or local govern-
ments. William M. Downs’s Coalition Government, Subnational Style grows
out of his recognition of the new or enhanced importance of sub-
national, regional parliaments in major European countries.

As his inquiry evolved, Downs’s curiosity about parliamentary in-
stitutions branched in two directions. First, he sought to investigate
more fully the recurrent patterns of coalition politics in western Eu-
ropean political systems. Second, he became curious about political
party behavior in the French regional assemblies and thus decided to
investigate subnational coalition politics in France and, comparatively,
in Belgium and Germany. As he investigated coalitions within each of
the subnational parliaments he analyzed, he sought to unravel the link-
ages between leaders, parties, and parliaments at the regional and na-
tional levels. He came to ask, “Is the politics of coalition formation
observed at the national level similar to or different from coalition for-
mation in subnational assemblies?”

The three country settings provide Downs with fruitful variations
in the contexts for subnational assembly behavior. In France—a uni-
tary political system often described as highly centralized—22 regional
parliaments were operating by the 1980s, creating a fascinating new
subnational environment for coalition politics. In Belgium, a formerly
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unitary system with 9 provincial councils was transformed in the mid-
1990s into a federal state with directly elected regional assemblies in
Flanders, Wallonia, and Brussels. Germany is a highly federalized sys-
tem with 16 autonomous states, each with its own state legislature.

In these three countries, the composition of political party coalitions
varies across regions and between regional and national levels; pat-
terns of electoral competition differ in interesting ways; and the ver-
tical linkages between the subnational and national governmental units
are diverse. Downs’s cogent analysis of these divergent subnational
parliamentary institutions and parties makes an important contribu-
tion to knowledge about parliaments and legislatures. The journey is
an informative and delightful one—from Luxembourg to Picardie,
from Baden-Wiirttemberg to Brabant, from Languedoc-Roussillon
and Pays de la Loire to Lower Saxony and Liége. Their regional par-
liaments are lively and illuminating, with vigorous party leaders and
party groups immersed in the politics of coalition building.

This is a theoretically and empirically rich analysis. It deftly draws
upon historical and documentary evidence and upon survey data gath-
ered from individual representatives in the subnational assemblies.
Downs makes a particularly unusual contribution to comparative pol-
itics in the analysis across both regions and nations. There are also
numerous fascinating nuggets of discovery in this book that can stim-
ulate the imagination and lead to further inquiry. As regional parlia-
ments become more common and more important, this study will come
to serve as a landmark, a baseline for research on subnational repre-
sentative assemblies. But for now, the reader will find in these pages
the basis for a richer understanding of the role of parliamentary co-
alition politics in the process of democratization.

SaMUEL C. PATTERSON






PREFACE

Coalition government is a natural obsession for the American observer
of European politics. At home in the United States, we sit comfortably
election night after election night and watch as network news anchors
tell us with ever-increasing rapidity who has won and who has lost. We
retire to bed safe in the knowledge of who will govern and who will
not. However, in much of western Europe, and in all multiparty sys-
tems characterized by even a modicum of proportional representation,
election night usually marks the beginning—not the end—of the gov-
ernment formation process. When no single party secures an outright
legislative majority, the postelection period is one of vast and varied
possibilities marked by formal negotiations and backroom deals, by
promises made and promises broken, and by optimistic public displays
of unity from new partners all too aware of the fragility of any alliance
among political competitors. The politics of coalition, especially for the
American political scientist, is truly great theater.

The study of coalition politics in regional and local-level represen-
tative assemblies in continental European systems is, initially, rather a
more difficult sell. I must admit that it did not immediately hold much
allure for me after having long been captivated by the high drama of
political machinations in national parliaments. After all, subnational
politics was not supposed to get much more exciting than waste man-
agement, hospital administration, and land use planning—right? I
came to the subject in the spring of 1989 rather by chance when, while
on holiday in Normandy, France, I read in Le Monde about the fits Jean-
Marie Le Pen’s far-right Front National was giving the mainstream
French conservative parties in many of the country’s 22 regional as-
semblies. Three years earlier, while all party leaders had publicly
refused to consider cooperating with the FN at the parliamentary

xvii



xviii » Preface

level, newly elected center-right regional councilors from Aquitaine to
Languedoc-Roussillon to Haute Normandie quietly collaborated with
the FN to secure executive power. Now it seemed that the strategy had
exacted high public relations costs, had pushed moderate and liberal
voters to the left, and had superimposed national debate over immi-
gration control, unemployment, AIDS, and crime onto the regional
agenda. Even far from the National Assembly, coalition building—the
politics of strange bedfellows—could be riveting stuff.

Three years and another French regional election later, my interest
in coalition strategy in the periphery developed into a Ph.D. disser-
tation prospectus. Trained to think comparatively, like many in my
generation of political scientists at Emory University, I recognized that
embedded in subnational coalition government are some substantively
interesting and theoretically challenging puzzles that could be tested
in numerous countries: How and why do patterns of party alliances in
the periphery differ in systematic ways from those witnessed in the
capital? How closely do the outcomes of coalition negotiations con-
ducted away from the glare of national politics appear to match elec-
toral verdicts and patterns of electoral competition? Do coalitions
produce consensual decision-making regimes within subnational as-
semblies or, alternatively, paralyze legislative processes with the ideo-
logical intransigence that often marks national parliamentary govern-
ment? How much coalitional learning and diffusion of models is there
between national and subnational assemblies?

Early forays into journalistic accounts of individual cases produced
the kind of findings that beg for more sophisticated scrutiny. There
were tales of internal party betrayal and of undisciplined secret votes,
accounts of successful and enduring partnerships never attempted at
the national level, and, most frequently, evidence that national figures
(members of parliament and party leaders) were involved—by invi-
tation or by imposition—in the process of negotiating the division of
government spoils in the periphery. Armed with the political scientist’s
methodological tools, I set out to impose some order and understand-
ing on a complex and fascinating reality.

My original fascination with the possibilities of coalition govern-
ment and my subsequent but ultimately deep appreciation for sub-
national politics drove me to write a dissertation and now this book.
During the course of these projects, I have accumulated a large num-
ber of acquaintances and debts, too numerous for me to mention all
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by name. It is indeed a pleasure, however, to acknowledge some of
them here. I am especially grateful to Professor Thomas Lancaster,
who inspired my approach to comparative political research and who
gave me both the guidance and the intellectual space to produce an
ambitious doctoral dissertation. My debt to Tom Lancaster goes be-
yond that first project: in helping me return to Europe so soon and to
obtain a postdoctoral research/teaching position there, he pointed me
toward the perfect opportunity to transform the dissertation into its
present book form.

I have benefited from the advice, support, and time of numerous
persons in different phases of researching and writing this book. For
assistance in translating into French and German the survey question-
naire that provides much of the original data for this study, I thank
Caroline Guichard, Bob King, Jeanne Fourneyron, Marianne Lancas-
ter, Andreas Sobisch, and Geoffrey Roberts. I should also like to thank
the Political Science Department at Emory University and the Grad-
uate School of Arts and Sciences for their generous financial support
of the survey questionnaire. Maggie Nicholson, Executive Director of
the Fulbright Commission in Brussels, and Emile Boulpaep, President
of the Belgian American Educational Foundation, deserve special rec-
ognition for supporting my first year (1992-93) of fieldwork in Eu-
rope. Equally deserving are the countless politicians, party executives,
and bureaucrats whose willingness to meet and speak with me gen-
erated much of the original data for this study. Others assisted by pro-
viding valuable documents and source material. Several persons who
contributed especially useful information do deserve recognition.

In Belgium, these were Paul Maertens at the Brussels Centrum Voor
Politieke, Economische en Sociale Studies; Xavier Mabille at the
Centre de Recherche et d’Information Socio-Politiques; Liewen de
Winter at the Université Catholique de Louvain; Jan Peumans of the
Limburg Volksunie; Freddy Clauwaerts of the Socialist Party Feder-
ation in Mons; Christiane Lemaire of the Namur Provincial adminis-
tration; Charles Simon, Hainaut Provincial Council greffier; William
Blondeel, communications officer of the East Flanders Provincial
Council; Ghislaine Stevens-Maes at the Association des Provinces
Belges; and Philippe Lamair of the Radio-Télévision Belge de la Com-
munauté Francaise (RTBF).

In France, these individuals were Dominique Theo at the Picardie
Conseil Régional in Amiens; Patrick Dos at the Auvergne Conseil Ré-
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gional in Chamaliéres; Jean Callewaert, Director General of the Basse-
Normandie Conseil Régional; and Monique Rousselin at the Ile de
France Conseil Régional in Paris.

In Germany, these individuals were Heinrich Augustin at the Lower
Saxony Landtag in Hannover; Michael Tolksdorf at the Berlin Abge-
ordnetenhaus; Reinhard GrofB, Chief of Protocol at the Hesse Land-
tag in Wiesbaden; Ingeborg Ruopp at the Green Party secretariat in
Stuttgart; Hendrik de Boer, press spokesman at the Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern Landtag; Hinnerk Fock, press spokesman at the Ham-
burg Biirgerschaft; Gerald Wood, press spokesman at the Branden-
burg Landtag; Dr. GruB} at the Sachsen-Anhalt Landtag; and Dr.
Mittelsdorf at the Thiiringer Landtag in Erfurt.

My thanks go also to Paul Pierson, Abby Collins, and their col-
leagues at the Minda de Gunzburg Center for European Studies at
Harvard University. My visiting fellowship at Harvard provided a
unique opportunity to produce the first version of this manuscript.
The present book is a better one for my having had the experience.
Invaluable, too, was the support of colleagues and friends during my
final preparation of this book while I was at Odense University and
Aarhus University in Denmark: Poul Erik Mouritzen, Mogens N. Ped-
ersen, and Jgrgen Grgnnegard Christiansen. The chance to apply my
ideas to the Scandinavian systems proved tremendously instructive—
mange tak!

Of course, none of this would have been possible without the con-
stant and overwhelming support of my family. This I have enjoyed
from the very beginning. To my parents, thanks for your inspiration
and pride. To “my girls”—Kimberly, wife and best friend, and Rachel,
our beautiful daughter—this book is deservedly dedicated.



Part One

Introduction






Chapter One

Who Will Govern? Dilemmas
of Coalition Government
and Parliamentary Democracy

his book addresses a theme of central importance to the theory

and practice of parliamentary democracy in western Europe:
multiparty coalition government. Coalition government is the subject
of a voluminous literature within the political science discipline; how-
ever, the present study is unique in its systematic and comparative fo-
cus on coalition government in the richly diverse yet underresearched
institutional setting of subnational (i.e., regional, provincial, local) rep-
resentative assemblies. Across western Europe in the increasingly pow-
erful institutions of subcentral governance, the politics of coalition has
become a high-stakes affair with consequences exceeding the limited
confines of individual localities. In the state parliaments of federal Ger-
many, for example, Green parties have since the mid-1980s upset the
country’s once predictable balance of power. In countries as varied as
France, Belgium, Italy, and Austria, nationalist forces of the extreme
far Right have gained toeholds in their respective political systems by
venturing into power-sharing coalitions with mainstream parties at re-
gional, provincial, and municipal levels. Even in Britain, where the La-
bour and Conservative parties monopolize power at Westminster and
Downing Street, Liberal Democrats have taken advantage of majority-
less “hung” county and city councils to gain a share of governing re-
sponsibility. With the politicization and nationalization of subnational
government in recent decades, alignments on the geographical chess-
board of political power in most European democracies have become
increasingly volatile and complex.
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“Winner-take-all” majoritarian electoral systems at both national
and subnational levels, such as those in the United States, tend to take
much of the mystery out of the question “Who will govern?” Con-
versely, the proportional representation systems common throughout
the continental European democracies normally produce election re-
sults in which no single party holds a majority of council seats. Thus,
as in national parliamentary institutions in these countries, elections
to federal state legislatures, regional parliaments, provincial assem-
blies, county boards, and municipal councils tend to produce strong
incentives for political parties to build alliances in order to form a gov-
erning majority. ‘This book is premised on the observation that in the
formation of coalition governments we find the crystallization of many
of the political processes fundamental to representative and parlia-
mentary democracy: interpretation of electoral verdicts, postelection
compromising of campaign pledges, trade-otfs between policy and
power, indirect selection of executive authority, temporary coopera-
tion between long-term adversaries, collective decision making, and,
with collective responsibility, a blurring of lines of accountability.

The prima facie importance of coalition formation is widely ac-
cepted in the context of national parliamentary institutions, but the
subject is much less analyzed, much less compared, and therefore
much less understood in the context of subnational assemblies. Seek-
ing to remedy this deficiency, this book has three guiding objectives:

1. To depict the building of power-sharing coalitions in subnational
parliaments as outward and well-defined manifestations of po-
litical motivation, governing intent, and democratic responsive-
ness

2. To assemble and analyze observations and statements of moti-
vations and beliefs made by middle-level legislators—elected
representatives whose obligations, experiences, and ambitions
are for the most part overlooked by students of parliamentary
government

3. To build upon existing theories of coalition politics to identify
cross-national behavioral similarities and to highlight within-
nation differences as they are revealed in actual high-stakes po-
litical situations
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Elections, Coalitions, and Representation

Two centuries ago, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in The Social Contract, in-
sisted that “the instant a people gives itself to representatives, it is no
longer free” (103). For some, Rousseau’s radical critique of democratic
representation may be a bit overstated. In today’s world, few would
contend that perfect direct democracy is really possible on any useful
scale; still, Rousseau effectively reminds us that the relationship be-
tween representatives and the represented is at best imperfect. One
particular concern voiced by some observers of political systems char-
acterized by coalition government is whether the quality of democratic
representation and of the electoral mechanism itself is diminished
when legislative parties—not voters—ultimately answer the question
“Who will govern?”

Two decades ago, Abram De Swaan (1973) also wrote of represen-
tative democracy’s imperfections: “If different governments, varying
in party membership and policy, may result from a given election out-
come, either there is no ‘verdict of the electorate’ or . . . the verdict is
not necessarily, or even usually realized in multi-party systems” (1-2).
De Swaan at that moment put his finger on one of the supposed weak-
nesses of coalition systems, namely that they remove any direct linkage
between votes and the formation of a government. According to basic
tenets of liberal democratic theory, voters—not party leaders locked in
secretive backroom negotiations—should determine the political com-
plexion of a governing executive body. In political systems that en-
courage government by coalition, however, popular will is instrumental
only in that it decides which political parties will sit in parliament. Once
this initial matter is determined, deputies and party leaders are ulti-
mately free to choose from among a potentially huge number of cross-
party combinations and permutations in search of a winning majority.
This process may produce “strange bedfellows,” governments that fail
to resemble the messages sent by voters some days, weeks, or even
months earlier. “Coalitions of minorities,” groups of small parties
whose policy preferences may be starkly incompatible, can unite for
the sole purpose of evicting a larger party from its hegemonic place
in government. Similarly, “coalitions of losers,” parties and adversaries
whose electoral scores have just dropped precipitously, can join forces
to cling to power and forestall their mutual demise. The failure to come
to any cross-party agreement may also produce “coalition avoidance”
and thus minority governments, often weak and beholden throughout
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their terms to transient legislative voting majorities or to the threat of
blackmail from some external party. Indeed, it would seem that almost
anything is possible in postelection coalition formation.

A growing number of rigorous studies of government formation
now suggest that, in reality, the realm of possible cross-party coalitions
is systematically and significantly constricted by the rules, structures,
and norms of the parliamentary institutions to which parties gain ac-
cess (Bergman 1995; Laver and Schofield 1990; Strom 1994; Strom,
Budge, and Laver 1994). These attempts at reconciling a neoinstitu-
tionalist approach with that of formal rational choice theory have
clearly enhanced the already rich literature on cabinet coalitions in
European national governments (see Bogdanor 1983; Browne and
Dreijmanis 1982; Dodd 1976; Luebbert 1986; Pridham 1986). Still,
efforts to understand coalition behavior in a “constrained real world”
(Laver and Schofield 1990, 195) remain deficient in at least two re-
spects, the first of which is their general failure to consider broader
issues of democratic representation. Indeed, inseparable from our de-
sire to better explain and anticipate the political composition of coa-
lition governments should be the goal of evaluating the dynamics of
coalition formation within the larger democratic process. Political sci-
ence can, for example, evaluate popular claims that political parties
purposefully manipulate the coalition process in order to circumvent
electoral verdicts. We can look further to determine if, as is often
charged, the secretive postelection bargaining and deal making char-
acteristic of government formation undercut the electoral process, thus
weakening a supposedly fundamental link between citizens and their
representatives. These concerns help stimulate thought on coalition
formation not only as a curious behavioral puzzle but also as an am-
biguous mechanism in the machinery of parliamentary democracy.

Existing efforts also remain deficient by failing to exploit alternative
data sources outside the national parliamentary arena. Scrutiny of coa-
lition politics in subnational institutions of representative governance
is especially overdue; the topic has been described as “an almost en-
tirely unworked field in political science” (Mellors 1989, 8) and a
“largely forgotten area” (Pridham 1987, 374). At subnational levels,
processes of institutional and political decentralization during the past
two decades have created new political expectations and new political
opportunities. In some countries (e.g., France, Belgium, Italy, Spain),
decentralization has created entirely new institutions of representative
government, directly elected councils and parliaments located at an
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intermediate, or “meso,” position between national and local govern-
ments. In other countries (e.g., Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Norway),
decentralization has empowered existing institutions with new fiscal
and deliberative responsibilities. In all countries, a common justifica-
tion for breathing new life into subnational institutions has been that
they bring government closer to the people, increase the opportunities
for citizen participation, decentralize economic decision making, and,
in short, increase the state’s “democraticness” (Putnam 1993; Schmidt
1990; Sharpe 1993). Thus we have one of our first puzzles to solve:
How does the “decentralization as democratization” ideal square with
observations indicating that in many instances local electoral compe-
tition, local public opinion, and local policy issues are not the driving
forces behind party strategy and key decisions, such as government
formation, at subnational levels? As an artificial act, and as the im-
mediate act following an election, the process of manufacturing a gov-
erning majority is one area in which parties’ choices can be evaluated
in light of their professed intentions to enhance transparency, account-
ability, and responsiveness in decision making.

Designed to contribute to serious thinking along these lines, this
book raises three essential sets of questions:

1. If different local and regional governments, varying in party
membership and policy, may result from a given election out-
come, then is the process that yields such “strange bedfellows”
genuinely responsive to the preferences of the electorate? In
other words, do electoral competition and electoral verdicts really matter
in coalition systems? .

2. Do politicians elected to subnational parliaments follow the stra-
tegic instructions of central party leaders, or do regional and lo-
cal parties have a free hand in their coalition decisions? In short,
when national/subnational divisions over strategy arise, are local
and regional politicians loyal to their national leaders or their local con-
Stituents?

3. In demonstrating the (in)compatibility of parties, their (in)efh-
cacy in governing, and the electoral (un)popularity of a part-
nership, do coalitions in regional and local parliaments supply
part of the “perfect information” that national party leaders
need when they sit down at the bargaining table to negotiate a
new national government? In what sense are subnational parlia-
ments “proving grounds” for future national coalition governments?
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Answers to these questions can help explain one of the most important
recurrent events in parliamentary democracy. Moreover, they allow
deeper understandings of the meanings of representation, power, and co-
operation outside the more familiar institutional arena of national par-
liamentary politics.

Coalition Politics in the Real World of
Subnational Assemblies

To get a flavor for the politics of coalition as it plays out in subnational
institutions, we can point to a mix of examples. When, for instance, a
party holding just 8 seats in a parliament of 113 members in France’s
third-largest region emerges from postelection coalition bargaining in
sole possession of the regional presidency, in control of the regional
cabinet, and in command of a Fr 3.9-million regional budget, the pro-
cess by which relative electoral weakness transforms itself into sub-
stantial governmental power becomes central to the concerns of polit-
ical science.! When a party gains the plurality of votes and seats in five
consecutive elections in Belgium’s largest province and is on five con-
secutive occasions excluded and denied any share of provincial power,
then the process by which relative electoral strength transforms itself
into complete governmental weakness is again clearly important.2 And
when a radical right-wing party led by an unrepentant veteran of the
Waffen SS for the first time enters the parliament of one of Germany’s
wealthiest Lander with 11% of the vote, forces the election’s two big
losers—the Christian Democrats (CDU) and the Social Democrats
(SPD)—into a rare “Grand Coalition,” and thus leaves the Landtag
with virtually no democratic opposition, then the ability of represen-
tative government to function effectively under such circumstances
must certainly be examined.? In short, many substantively important
political outcomes stand to influence large numbers of people but are
generally overlooked in the literatures on coalition government and
parliamentary democracy.

Journalistic treatment of these outcomes is extensive. There is,
moreover, a small but growing body of literature that addresses indi-
vidual cases and single countries. Good work has been done, for ex-
ample, on the Dutch municipal councils (Denters 1985, 1993; Kuiper
and Tops 1989; Steunenberg 1992), on the Danish municipal councils
(Pedersen and Elklit 1995; Thomas 1989), on the Belgian municipal
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and provincial councils (Mabille 1982, 1986; Pijnenburg 1987, 1988,
1989), on the Italian municipal and regional councils (Pridham 1984,
1986; Zariski 1984), on Germany’s Land legislatures (Gunlicks 1977;
Roberts 1989), on the so-called hung county and regional councils in
Britain (Laver, Rallings, and Thrasher 1987; Mellors 1983, 1984,
1989; Temple 1991), on the regional assemblies in post-Franco Spain
(Botella 1989; Robinson 1989), and on France’s new regional councils
(Hainsworth and Loughlin 1989; Mazey 1986; Perrineau 1987; Schmidt
1990). What these works lack, unfortunately, is genuine comparison.
Little effort has been made to understand varying political responses
to power-sharing opportunities at subnational levels across these var-
ious countries. Comparison, then, is one area to which the present
study seeks to contribute.

What existing works do tell us very clearly is that coalition outcomes
are valued by political parties and by voters. This, they conclude, is
axiomatic. Government status is critical in subnational assemblies, and
competition for government status is a struggle for resources—both
political and economic. Provincial and regional governments oversee
budgets that in past decades have generally grown at rates faster than
those in local or national government. The overloaded, overburdened
modern welfare state has “off-loaded” many of its traditional tasks to
the subcentral units (Batley and Stoker 1991; Jones and Keating 1995;
Sharpe 1993). Provincial and regional executives not only are charged
with managing grants and fiscal transfers from the state and from the
European Union but also have authority and responsibility in such
areas as investment, regional development, transportation, infrastruc-
ture, education, professional training, social services, environmental
management, supervision over local governments, and, of course,
taxation.

Beyond service delivery, part of “responsible” democratic gover-
nance is responsive and representative institutions of subnational gov-
ernance. Subnational institutions can fulfill purposeful obligations. If
subnational governance “matters,” as a survey of its functional impor-
tance would indicate, then the partisan composition of the governing
executives themselves should also matter in a practical sense. Research
indicates that subnational assemblies are increasingly the domain of
disciplined political party groups and not simply of individuals only
titularly attached to national party organizations (Dunleavy 1980; Mel-
lors and Pijnenburg 1989; Selle and Svasand 1983). Despite morose
academic predictions of the “end of ideology” and the “decline of
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party,” we may still assume that the policies of a single-party Socialist
regional government will differ predictably from those of a single-
party Christian Democratic or Liberal regional government. Indeed,
there is evidence to support the general proposition that, all else being
equal, Left-controlled regions have tended to tax, spend, and borrow
more heavily than Right-controlled regional authorities (Denters 1993;
Mazey 1993; Page and Goldsmith 1987). To cite just one example, in
the so-called red Hainaut province in Belgium—*“red” because it is the
bastion of the Socialist Party—taxes and spending per capita are three
times those of neighboring East Flanders, which has had a conservative
provincial majority for two uninterrupted decades (Bernard 1992;
Hugé 1989, 1991).

We must wonder, however, how well a multiparty coalition govern-
ment will perform, especially if it is the product of untried alliances,
such as those between Socialists and Liberals, traditional parties and
ecologists, or centrist parties and extremists. What are the effects of
coalition on subnational budgets, taxes, services, or the distribution of
central government outlays? Does coalition encourage perpetual leg-
islative “gridlock,” or can multiparty power sharing in subnational as-
semblies cultivate pragmatism and cooperation? Clearly, each coalition
outcome in a local or provincial parliament is a story in itself. Each
coalition has policy implications, both in terms of substance and in
terms of intergovernmental coherence. Each coalition says something
about the degree to which competitors and even avowed adversaries
can cooperate in democratic systems. Each coalition provides impor-
tant indications as to the locus of power and influence in political par-
ties and in representative assemblies. These are nontrivial concerns; a
nonsuperficial understanding of modern parliamentary governance,
therefore, requires that they be addressed.

Theoretical Justification

The study of subnational coalition formation provides the opportunity
to collect empirical observations concerning behavioral outcomes and
to test alternative causal hypotheses against them. For example, one
set of outcomes that raises a host of theoretical questions concerns
those multiparty governing arrangements that deviate from the more
familiar patterns established in national parliamentary politics. In fact,
our study could begin by making a single observation: in most multi-
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party systems with directly elected territorial assemblies, power-sharing
alliances at national and subnational levels of government rarely match.
Despite the numerical possibility of faithfully mirroring the national
government-versus-opposition pattern, regional and provincial coali-
tions are frequently “incongruent,” with party allies at one level of gov-
ernment facing off as opponents at the next.

The phenomenon prevails throughout the European democracies.
The Free Democrats in Germany, for example, participate in regional-
level governments with Social Democrats while playing partner to the
Christian Union parties in Bonn. The conservative parties in France
collude with the extremist Front National in the regions while boasting
a clear and safe distance from the “lepénistes” in Paris. Socialists and
Liberals in Belgium defy traditional ideological divisions to form joint
regional, provincial, and municipal governments while refusing co-
operation at the national level. Italian Socialists and Social Democrats
have shared power with the Communists in regional administrations
without any similar arrangements evolving in Rome. Even county
branches of the Conservative and Labour parties in Britain have es-
tablished de facto governing coalitions, although this has been un-
thinkable in national government.

The puzzle of two levels of the same political party belonging to
different coalition camps raises an array of questions: Are the incen-
tives and constraints that compel political parties to ally with one an-
other in territorial parliaments the same as those that guide parlia-
mentary parties at the national level? For any given party, where are
the fundamental decisions about participation in subnational coali-
tions made—at the subnational or the national level? On what bases
are these decisions made? How much influence is brought to bear on
subnational party groups by the national party leadership, and vice
versa? Are governing coalitions at subnational levels more or less re-
sponsive to the will of the electorate than those at the national level?
Finally, to what extent do political parties use subnational assemblies
either as experimental laboratories for future national coalitions or as
outlets for diffusing internal party dissent?

Turning to what is a rich theoretical literature on coalitions and gov-
ernment formation for answers to these questions proves somewhat
less than satisfactory. Many extant theories are “policy blind.” Most
insist that researchers consider political parties to be a priori “unitary
actors” or “single-minded bargaining entities.” All but a few view gov-
ernment formation as anything but a single-shot “game”—a static, dis-
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crete contest that neither is influenced by nor is itself influencing
coalitions being formed at a different time or at different locations in
the political system. No theories address the linkages between party
alliances in national government and those developing in subnational
government. None address the direction of coalition change within the
system. There is little theoretical provision, moreover, for the pro-
vincial or regional party group whose coalition preference comes into
conflict with that of its national leadership, for the pressures of main-
taining national-subnational congruence, or for the possibility of local
experimentation in alternative alliances for possible future use in na-
tional government. Previous efforts have all generally focused on mo-
tivation or ideological compatibility as the causal agents. Few, if any,
have suggested that situation or context may systematically condition
what rational actors may be expected to do in coalition situations. In
short, the existing literature is rather ill equipped to deal with the ques-
tions that emerge once the analysis of coalition government expands
to include regional and local representative institutions.

Any theoretical approach that intends to have broad, comparative
applicability must start, if not from scratch, then at least at the level
of eclectically borrowing the least objectionable tenets from the exist-
ing literature on coalitions, parties, and democratic representation.
The fundamental task, taken up in subsequent chapters, is not to con-
coct a model purporting an exact “fit” but to construct some mean-
ingful alternative hypotheses and to test for linkages among significant
variables. We need, in short, to develop a lens through which to view
and compare coalition behavior across subnational assemblies. Such a
lens should allow us to arrive at useful comparative generalizations and
at the same time allow us to be sensitive to some of the peculiar qualities
of individual regions, provinces, and parties.

Structure of the Book

This introduction has argued the merits of investigating dilemmas of
coalition politics in subnational parliamentary assemblies, in particular
the well-defined and regularly repeated political act of government
formation. The analysis endeavors to compare the process, its out-
comes, and its broader implications for democratic representation.
Our comparison focuses on western Europe and specifically on
three countries: France, Belgium, and Germany. There are compelling
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reasons for considering these three countries as worthy arenas for
intrasystem and cross-national comparison. The countries are differ-
ent as are the electoral cleavages that separate their parties. Yetin each
country, recent and major alterations in basic territorial and institu-
tional structures have called new attention to fundamental political
processes and performance at regional and local levels. Subnational
governance in each of the three countries runs the full range of pos-
sibilities: single-party majorities, single-party minorities, multiparty
coalition majorities, multiparty coalition minorities. Power-sharing co-
alitions also demonstrate a variety of characteristics: oversized coali-
tions, ideologically “unconnected” coalitions, coalitions of “losers,” and
coalitions excluding the party with the plurality of seats. In each coun-
try, moreover, parties frequently appear to reject the national coalition
of the day in favor of some alternative regional or provincial arrange-
ment, even when election results would allow for a duplication. Simi-
larly positioned parties in different regions, when faced with similar
coalition opportunities, are known to choose different strategies. Vari-
ation, of both the within-nation and the cross-national kind, begs for
explanation.

In search of explanation, ensuing chapters explore evidence from
amix of sources. Evidence comes first from historical events data: more
than 260 government formations in the Belgian conseils provinciaux
and conseils régionaux/gewestraad, the French conseils régionaux,
and the German Linderparlamenten since the early 1960s. To these
historical data are added cross-sectional survey data, collected from
608 elected representatives in the three countries in 1992. These
sources are then supplemented by material from 107 interviews con-
ducted with deputies, councilors, and party officials during the Sep-
tember 1992-September 1993 period. Such evidence should not only
add depth to our existing knowledge of coalition politics in Belgium,
France, and Germany but also demonstrate how coalition arrange-
ments in subnational assemblies can sustain or complicate the coalition
environment within any multiparty democratic system.

The book has four parts with nine chapters. In part 1, following
this introduction, chapter 2 provides a formal discussion of the rele-
vant literature and its application to our particular research questions.
In doing so, it summarizes the conventional wisdom on coalitions, out-
lines the many and varied criticisms of formal theory, and surveys re-
cent attempts to use subnational coalitions as alternative data sources.
In this way, we can assess the utility of importing concepts and as-



14 = Chapter One

sumptions from the existing literature for purposes of describing and
explaining the payoffs of government status in Europe’s subnational
assemblies. Identifying the stakes for politicians also allows us to iden-
tify the key issues for comparative analysis and to evaluate the status
of our current theoretical understanding of those issues.

Part 2 presents theory and methods. Chapter 3 takes a fresh and
ambitious look at coalition theory from the perspective of subnational
institutions. In developing a general theory of coalition formation for
the subnational governmental arena, the chapter constructs testable
hypotheses regarding system-level, group-level, and individual-level
influences on strategic choice. Chapter 4 provides an explanation of
the techniques used to collect and analyze the various kinds of data
assembled for the book. This chapter delineates a three-pronged re-
search methodology and defends the logic of the selection of cases for
analysis. The tools of investigation, including events data analysis, at-
titudinal survey administration, and elite interviewing, are elaborated
and justified.

Part 3 commences the empirical analysis in earnest, with chapter 5
narrowing the discussion by focusing on coalition politics in three
particular (and in some ways peculiar) European nation-states. The
German (federal), French (unitary/regionalizing), and Belgian (re-
gionalized/federalizing) systems are detailed, including comparisons of
key parties, institutional “rules of the game,” and historical patterns
of coalition behavior. Comparisons reveal that, unlike the behavior
posited by existing theory and anticipated by our understanding of
national-level politics, coalition behavior in peripheral legislatures
does not necessarily reflect electoral verdicts, obligatory duplications
of national arrangements, or strict adherence to zero-sum competition.

Chapter 6 asks, “Do electoral competition and electoral verdicts
matter in strategic approaches to power sharing at subnational levels?”
Ideally, the act of majority formation in territorial parliaments should
serve to determine and legitimize the direction of public policy in the
province, region, or state. But when election results are not the most
important influence in the choice of government, the veracity of this
legitimizing function becomes suspect. In such cases, a fundamental
principle of representative democracy—that the government, at what-
ever level of the polity, should enjoy the support of the electorate—
seems lost. Combining aggregate-level and individual-level data, the
analysis compares the relative influences of electoral competition, elec-
toral accountability, and electoral change on coalition outcomes.
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Chapter 7 suggests that in a perfect democratic world where party
competition and cooperation in regional institutions reflected and re-
acted to the opinions and wishes of regional electorates, we would ex-
pect regional party groups to enjoy decision-making autonomy in their
own parliamentary affairs. In the imperfect democratic systems of the
real world, however, political decisions that hold weighty consequences
for local voters may become “nested” in the larger, national coalition
game and thus subject to the direction of central party leaders and
other organizational actors external to the region or province. The ef-
fort to identify the personal motivations and internal party pressures
that influence coalition behavior in the subnational arena is taken up
in this chapter. Attitudinal data are tested for disparities between sub-
national councilors and national party leadership. These data suggest
the conditions under which councilors at subnational levels submit to
national party leadership and those under which there is more likely
to be attitude-related conflict over strategic choices.

Part 4 provides applications of the theoretical points made in pre-
ceding chapters and presents the principal conclusions drawn from the
study. Chapter 8 broaches the important and timely subject of bottom-
up coalition influence and change. Here the task is to demonstrate link-
age between coalition systems at the national and subnational levels of
government. Can coalitions formed in territorial assemblies restrict or
enlarge the universe of coalitions available to the same set of parties
in a national parliament? Which subnational coalitions are consciously
deemed “proving grounds” for future national governments? Com-
parison of individual cases from Belgium, Germany, and France, re-
porting firsthand accounts of postelection coalition formations, allows
some substantively interesting political stories to be told that otherwise
would be left out of accounts of multiparty government in the three
countries.

In chapter 9 the discussion returns to the purposes, practices, and
potential of the subnational parliamentary institutions introduced in
chapter 1. In turning away from the particular German, French, and
Belgian cases, this final chapter synthesizes the results garnered from
the empirical investigation and suggests the primary conclusions and
contributions of the analysis. Thus, the book concludes with an agenda
for future research in the fields of subnational parliamentary insti-
tutions, political parties, and coalition government.



Chapter Two

Negotiating Power in Europe’s
Subnational Parliaments:
Issues for Analysis

There is no more important event in the life of our council than
the act of forming a working majority. it means almost nothing
to be in the opposition. And so in the hours, days, and some-
times weeks after an election we must carefully negotiate until
we achieve a workable solution. We ask ourselves: What have
the voters just told ust What does our party want! How well
can individuals work together? What policies are most impor-
tant? And we normaily arrive at a successful arrangement that

benefits us all.
--Provincial Assembly Member,

West Flanders, Belgium

Distributing the important posts between the parties is usu-
ally a joke. There is no consultation with the voters or with the
party. There is littie discussion of policies or programs. itis a
simple exercise in political self-preservation. I usually end up

angry and depressed.
-~Provincial Assembly Member,

Namuy, Belgium

Negotiating the formation of a new government is a fundamental
and regularly repeated political act in subnational assemblies.
Politicians elected to representative bodies at municipal, county, can-
tonal, provincial, regional, and state levels frequently face dilemmas
analogous to those of national parliamentarians who must bargain
across party lines to form a governing majority. Presented above are
the starkly contrasting observations of 2 of Belgium’s 726 provincial

16
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council deputies, projecting entirely different images of postelection
coalition bargaining.! On the one hand, there is a suggestion that the
government formation process is a serious occasion for deliberation
and cooperation to the mutual benefit of politicians, parties, and the
public. In this vision, coalition building is a process that legitimizes
political leadership and establishes a clear direction for future public
policy. On the other hand, there is a suggestion that the government
formation process is simply politics at its worst—cynical, self-serving,
and unaccountable. While it is up to subsequent chapters to demon-
strate how reality varies systematically along a continuum between
these polar extremes, the two descriptions at the very least call upon
us to Jook closely at the government formation process, to identify the
key players and their motivations, to recognize the stakes and payoffs
of coalition bargaining, and to search out and interpret the internal
party battles that occur over local strategy.

The politics of forming governments in assemblies where no party
has an overall majority thrives in a large institutional universe. As table
2.1 shows, across western, southern, and northern Europe there are
approximately 92,000 directly elected local authority councils, more
than 800 county and provincial councils, and over 100 regional assem-
blies. While some of these will either occasionally or consistently enjoy
single-party majorities, such is in fact rarely the case. Indeed, in coun-
tries with directly elected regional parliaments, an overwhelming pro-
portion of the legislative bodies at the beginning of 1996 contained no
party with 50% + 1 of the available seats. Clearly, coalitions are part
of political life in subnational parliaments.

The absence of a natural majority increases alternatives and thus
choices. There are always 2* — 1 possible coalition alternatives in any
n-party parliament (Hinckley 1981; Laver, Rallings, and Thrasher
1995; Shubik 1967). For example, the entry of 10 parties into the 42-
seat legislature of the Italian regional assembly in Calabria following
its April 1995 election produced a universe of 1,023 possible coalition
outcomes (table 2.2). A portion of these alternatives would fail to se-
cure a legislative majority and thus yield only minority administration;
an institutional rule requiring passage of a 50% + 1 threshold is there-
fore important and is present in varying forms cross-nationally (Budge
and Laver 1986; Laver 1986; Laver and Schofield 1990; Strom 1990b).
The outcome that Calabria’s politicians chose from the 1,023 possible
was a four-party center-right coalition supporting regional president
Giuseppe Domenico Nisticod (Forza Italia) with the barest of majorities
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Table 2.1

Directly Elected Local, Provincial, and Regional Assemblies in Europe

%Single-Party

Local Authority Councils N County, Provincial Assemblies N  Regional Assemblies N Majority, 1996
Austria Gemeindenrat, Stadtrat 2,475 Bezirksvertretung 23 Landtag 9 33.3
Belgium Conseil Communal 589 Conseil Provincial/ 10 Conseil Régional/ 3
Provincieraad Gewestraad
Gemeinschaftrat 1 0.00
Denmark Byrad 275 Amtsrdd 14 — —_
Finland Kunnanvaltuusto 461 Landsting 1 _ =  —
France Conseil Municipal 36,551 Conseil Général 100 Conseil Régional 22 0.00
Germany Gemeindenrat, Stadtrat 16,160 Kreistag 426 Landtag 16 375
Greece Demotico Symvoulio 6,036 —_— = —_ = —_
Iceland Bajar/Sveitarstjérn 196 _— — _ — —_
Ireland Urban, Town Council 75 County Council 34 — —
Italy Consiglio Communale 8,085 Consiglio Provinciale 94 Consiglio Regionale 20 0.00
Luxembourg Conseil Communal 126 — —
Netherlands Gemeenteraad 636 Provinciale Staten 12 —_— _—
Norway Bystyre 435 Fylkestinget 19 —_ — _—
Portugal Assembleia Municipal 305 —— —  Assembleia Regional 2 100.0
Spain Ayuntamiento 8,077 — Asamblea Regional 17 35.3
Sweden Kommunfullmiktige 288 Landsting 23 — —_
Switzerland Gemeinderat 3,000 — Kantonsparlement 21 19.0
United Kingdom Local Council 8,500 County Council 76 —_ — _
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Table 2.2
Distribution of Seats in Calabria Consiglio Regionale,
April 1995

Party Seats

National Alliance

Party of Democratic Socialism
Democratic Union

Forza Italia

Christian Democratic Center
Popular Party

Refounded Communists
Democracy Yes

Independents

Social Democratic Federation

Total 42
Coalition possibilities (2= — 1) 1,023
Winning coalition Forza Italia + Christian
Democratic Center + National

Alliance + Popular Party

— = N U RO D) NI O

(22 of 42 seats). How scholars have attempted to conceptualize, de-
scribe, and explain the process of choosing and successfully negoti-
ating one option out of an often vast pool of alternatives is the subject
of this chapter.

Defining Coalitions

The term coalition may encompass a wide range of activities. There are
“electoral coalitions,” in which cooperating political parties agree to
systematically transfer votes among themselves to their mutual advan-
tage, as in the French double-ballot system. There are “legislative” or
“voting coalitions,” in which members of political parties agree to join
forces in support of specific policy or legislation, as in the United States
Congress. More familiar and more relevant to the present study is the
notion of “power-sharing” or “governing coalitions,” in which political
parties agree to share executive offices—that is, ministerial portfolios.?
Outside the Anglo-American democracies, from Italy to Israel and
Belgium to Germany, such governing coalitions are the norm. For pur-
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poses of clarity, the definitions articulated by Kelley (1968) serve as the
standard references: coalitions exist when two or more groups or par-
ties “agree to pursue a common goal or a common set of goals, pool
their resources in pursuit of this goal, and communicate and form
binding commitments concerning the goal.” Specifically, a governing
coalition entails “the agreement of two or more parties to serve in the
same government” (62—63).

Understanding coalitions helps to answer one of the immutable
questions of politics: Why do avowed adversaries cooperate? If politics
is largely about bargaining and compromise, then the transformation
of political competitors into allies is of the utmost importance, what-
ever the situation, setting, or scope. Scholars have asked three classes
of questions about governing coalitions: those concerning coalition for-
mation, those concerning coalition maintenance, and those concerning
coalition termination. Observers of coalition formation attempt to ex-
plain, and purport to “predict,” the outcomes and payoffs to political
parties engaged in bargaining over the composition of a cabinet gov-
ernment (see Budge and Herman 1978; De Swaan 1973; Franklin and
Mackie 1983; Laver 1974; Lijphart 1981; Strom, Budge, and Laver
1994; Taylor 1972). Much less studied but no less important is coalition
maintenance. The concerns of coalition maintenance shift analysis
from outcomes to processes, asking questions about communication
among partners, joint decision making, policy output, and the efficacy
of an alliance (see Blondel and Miiller-Rommel 1993; Robertson 1983;
Rudd 1986; Schmidt 1983). A more recent concern with coalition ter-
mination seeks to identify the sources of coalition breakup, such as a
constitutional crisis, a no-confidence vote, elections, a policy disagree-
ment, or the replacement or death of a government minister (see
Budge and Keman 1990; Frendreis, Gleiber, and Browne 1986; Gun-
licks 1977; King, Alt, Laver, and Burns 1990; Lupia and Strgm 1995).
Our concern here is ultimately with all three of these aspects of coa-
lition behavior, although with much greater and more immediate
emphasis on coalition formation. Maintenance and termination are
secondary concerns, but both are logically connected to the prospect
that the mix of coalitions existing in subnational parliaments can in-
fluence the rise and fall of those at the national level.
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Explaining Coalition Formation

Much of the theoretical literature on coalition governments embraces
the assumptions of rational political behavior. Faced with decisions,
rational political actors possess sets of alternative strategies, ordered
preferentially, from which options connected with more preferred out-
comes are consistently chosen over those associated with less preferred
outcomes (Strom 1990a, 30). The game-theoretic tradition, which has
dominated coalition research, emerged from this general presumption
of rational decision making (Axelrod 1970; Gamson 1961; Tsebelis
1990). Game theorists view the process of government formation as “a
particular type of social interaction, one forcing the actors to bargain
with each other before they can ‘win’ and one that can, therefore, be
modelled by constructing deductive theories on the basis of sets of a
priori assumptions about the bargaining objectives of the actors” (Laver
1989, 16). In particular, four a priori assumptions have guided the
game-theoretic approach, or what is generally labeled “formal coali-
tion theory” (Laver 1986; Riker 1962; Strom 1990a):

1. Relevant players in the coalition game are unified parties, each
of which can be considered a single bargaining entity with in-
divisible motives.

2. The coalition game is zero sum; what is gained by one party in
pursuit of government office (i.e., cabinet portfolios) is lost by
another party.

3. The universe of possible coalition governments is formed by all
“winning” combinations of parties.

4. Each game of government formation is an isolated event, in-
dependent of any previous or future bargaining between the
parties.

From these basic assumptions, formal theory has generated two
types of research: size-criterion studies (the “office-seeking” tradition)
and ideological/policy distance studies (the “policy-seeking” tradition).

“Office-Seeking” Tradition

Pioneering the office-seeking tradition, William Riker in his seminal
contribution, The Theory of Political Coalitions (1962), deduced a “size
principle” by which in n-person, constant-sum “games” coalitions of
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minimum size could be expected to form. Seeking to create a “mini-
mum winning coalition” large enough to win but no larger, rational
players in Riker’s model would, for example, systematically decide to
form coalitions of no more than 101 members in a 200-seat parliament.
The clear assumption is that the exclusive motivation of rational party
actors is the zero-sum maximization of seats in government so as to
best exploit a fixed prize, namely the spoils of office. Subsequent mod-
ifications to the minimume-size rationality maintained that a minimum
winning coalition not only should have no unnecessary individual
members but should include as few parties as possible (Leiserson
1968). In the hypothetical 200-member parliament, a coalition of two
equally powerful parties combining for 60% of the seats would be pre-
ferred to a coalition of four equally powerful parties with 60% of the
seats.

The frequency of nonminimal-size coalitions in European national
parliaments casts doubt on the size criterion as a fundamental deter-
minant of multiparty government formation. “Oversized” and “under-
sized” coalitions are the most common deviations from the minimal
winning solution. The oversized coalition “develops when a cabinet has
obtained majority status, but at the expense of bringing more political
parties into the government than are necessary to ensure a majority
of votes in parliament” (Robertson 1983, 935). Conversely, an under-
sized coalition “may simply be a single minority party holding all the
ministerial portfolios, yet entirely dependent upon a voting alliance
within parliament to sustain votes of confidence” (Robertson 1983,
936). Formal office-seeking theory would have difficulty, then, in ex-
plaining coalition avoidance® and minority governments in Norway,
Denmark, and Finland or oversized, “surplus majority” governments
in Italy, Belgium, and the Netherlands. Undersized and oversized co-
alitions are more than “outliers” among European coalition cabinets:
37% of European governments in nonmajority legislatures from 1945
to 1987 were minority administrations, while 25% of all European gov-
ernments during the same period contained surplus majorities (Laver
and Schofield 1990, 70).

“Policy-Seeking” Tradition

Countering the generally disappointing results of empirical tests us-
ing the size principle, students in the policy-seeking tradition of gov-
ernment formation contend that parties seek to build coalitions with
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those parties closest to them ideologically (Axelrod 1970; De Swaan
1973; Leiserson 1970). According to this vision, the rational collective
choice of political actors is to minimize the range of policy disagree-
ment and ideological heterogeneity among members of a potential co-
alition. Members of winning coalitions, it follows, would all be adjacent
or “connected” if placed on an ordinal, single-dimension, Left-Right
ideological scale. “This implies that considerations of policy are fore-
most in the minds of the actors and that the parliamentary game is, in
fact, about the determination of major government policy. . . . From
the interaction of the actors on the basis of these preferences, certain
coalitions are more likely to emerge than others. Such coalitions are
not necessarily minimal in the sense of any of the theories presented
before: they may well include unnecessary members” (De Swaan 1973,
88). Still, tests of the pioneering policy-distance models revealed more
than a few cabinet coalitions to be ideologically unconnected (Browne
and Franklin, 1986). Of 31 postwar Italian national government coa-
litions, for example, only 18 are predictable given the assumptions of
policy distance (von Beyme 1983). Such predictions thus score only
slightly better than chance.

New Directions

Recent theoretical and empirical works on national government for-
mation have sought to reach beyond the traditional office-seeking ver-
sus policy-seeking dichotomy. Responding to the “poor fit between
one-dimensional predictions and the empirical consequences of coa-
lition behavior” (Schofield 1993, 3), some scholars now borrow from
spatial theories of party competition to model coalition bargaining in
legislatures on the basis of two or more policy dimensions. Schofield’s
(1993) model of “core parties” that can “typically guarantee themselves
membership of every government coalition” (5) purports to explain
“the occurrence of minority (non-majority) governments in countries
such as Sweden as contrasted with the frequent occurrence of surplus
(supra-majority) governments in Italy” (5). Austen-Smith and Banks
(1990) and Laver and Shepsle (1990) contribute a “portfolio allocation
model,” suggesting that the credibility of alternative allocations of cab-
inet portfolios proposed during coalition bargaining is crucial: the
“equilibrium solution” to coalition bargaining comes from identifying
a discrete alternative in which the coalition awards each key portfolio
to the party controlling the median legislator on the policy dimension
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associated with the portfolio in question (Laver, Rallings, and Thrasher
1995). Others, such as Baron (1991, 1993), add to the debate by con-
tending that the very definition of “winning” has to be relaxed so as
not to be strictly confined to those parties who become formal members
of the cabinet; minority coalitions can, accordingly, be “winning” if
they systematically secure support from outside the coalition.

These new directions in coalition research constitute fertile ground
for future thought and study in the field of coalition government. They
do not, however, resolve some of the standing indictments leveled
against previous research. Models of unconstrained minimalist ratio-
nality operating within the context of laboratory-pure “games” fail to
adequately explain the two aforementioned types of coalitions that
commonly deviate from the minimum winning solution: oversized co-
alitions and undersized coalitions. More important, the “pure” rational
choice approach is “inadequate because it does not allow one to account
empirically for the environmental phenomena, or context, within which co-
alitions take shape and later collapse” (Robertson 1983, 935, emphasis
added). ” "e are learning that behavior and choices are systematically
structured. Politicians and parliamentary parties in minority legisla-
tures should accordingly be seen as constrained actors within partic-
ular, and variable, political and social environments. In studying en-
vironments, we should, for example, assess the impact of electoral
competition (e.g., interelection volatility and stability) on coalition ne-
gotiations. Likewise, party goals and party systems deserve greater atten-
tion. Lessons from the “new institutionalism” further suggest that it is
“possible to develop intriguing and powerful models that are driven
by assumptions about the structural features constraining coalition bar-
gaining” (Laver and Schofield 1990, 198, emphasis added). If a “reality
gap” exists in our understanding of the theory and practice of coalition
government, then the way forward may be through systematic inves-
tigation of the roles played by contextual influences such as electoral
competition, party goals, and institutional rules.

More damning than any reality gap is the stinging methodological
critique that in coalition studies “the relationship between theory and
data has become extremely incestuous” (Laver 1989, 16). New theories,
innovations built upon the early works of Riker, De Swaan, and others,
continue to be tested with the same set of data—namely, the universe
of national governments in postwar Europe—from which the early
theories themselves were originally derived. This poses a predictable
problem: “It is simply no longer possible, for example, to construct a
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general theory from a priori assumptions and then to run off to ‘test’
it against the data, since the general properties of this data set are by
now very well known. . . . In short, there are not enough national gov-
ernment coalitions to be very useful as a test bed for new theories”
(Laver 1989, 16—17). There is, then, a “data gap” in coalition studies
that hinders efforts to increase our understanding of this most basic
political process.

To summarize the most basic and contentious shortcomings of con-
ventional approaches to the study of coalitions, it is possible to make
the following initial claims:

1. Theories that predict coalition behavior solely on the basis of
universal, game-theoretic assumptions of minimal size or mini-
mal policy range are insufficient for an accurate account of ac-
tual patterns of government formation.

2. Extant theory largely underdevelops party goals and electoral
systems. The methodological choice between laboratory-pure
theory (based upon deductive assumptions about rational be-
havior) and simple description (detailing case and systemic char-
acteristics) is a false one. Contextual constraints—when they can
be measured in meaningful fashion—cannot be ignored and
should be included in deductive models.

3. Further development in our theoretical understanding of gov-
ernment formation and coalition bargaining is restricted by a
paucity of fresh data.

Recognizing these shortcomings, we need to rectify the “accumulated dis-
satisfactions” (Browne and Franklin 1986, 469) and the “apparent gulf
between theory and practice” (Mellors 1989, 5) in coalition studies.

Importing Coalition Theory to Explain Multiparty
Subnational Government

Do the shortcomings of previous efforts designed to explain national
government formation preclude the poss