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The crucial contention of the so-called political process approach to social
movements is that social processes impinge indirectly, via a restructuring of
wxisting power relations, on social protest (McAdam 1982). This contention
has received considerable support from Skocpol’s (1979) analysis of social
«evolutions. As she has shown, social revolutions are typically triggered by a
political crisis that weakens the control exercised by the political system on
the population. Similarly, the analysis of a century of collective violence in
france, Germany, and Italy by Tilly et al. (1975) has indicated that the
thythm of collective violence did not so much depend on structural transfor-
mations of society, but was directly linked to shifts in the struggle for political
power. More recently, the political context has also been shown to be of con-
siderable importance for the mobilization and the impact of different types of
new social movements. Thus, in what has probably been the first systematic
study of the impact of the political context on the fate of a new social move-
ment, Kitschelt (1986) has shown how the impact of the antinuclear move-
nent varied according to specific characteristics of the political context of the
countries he studied.

For the systematic analysis of the political context that mediates structural
conflicts given as latent political potentials, the notion of “political opportunity
sructure” has become fashionable. First introduced by Eisinger (1973), it
has been elaborated by Tarrow (1983, 1989b). As originally defined by Tar-
row (1983, p. 28), the concept has three dimensions: the degree of openness
irclosure of formal political access, the degree of stability or instability of po-
ltical alignments, and the availability and strategic posture of potential al-
lance partners. In his more recent conceptualization, Tarrow (1989b, p. 35)
uds a fourth element: political conflicts within and among elites. While the
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first of these four definitional elements concerns the institutional structure of
political systems, the others are concerned with the configuration of powe;
among the relevant actors within such a system. Just how the latter three ele.
ments are related to each other remains, however, rather unclear in Tarrow's
presentation.!

The concept of the political opportunity structure (POS) needs some
clarification and specification in order to be useful for the analysis of the de-
velopment of social movements. First, I propose to restrict the notion to those
aspects of a political system that determine movement development indepen.
dently of the purposive action of the actors involved.? This does not imply that
the political opportunity structure is constant; it may shift over time as a re.
sult of factors that are not under the control of the actors involved or as a re.
sult of the cumulative consequences of their purposive actions. The point is
that the actors cannot anticipate such shifts at the time when they engage in
collective action, which means that thiey have to take ﬂiép}{ ical opportunity
structure as a given in their short-term strategic calculations.

Second, within the POS domain, I propose to distinguish three\)\road sets
of properties of a political system: its formal institutional structure,‘its infor-
mal procedures and prevailing strategies with regard to challengersJ3 and the
configuration of power relevant for the confrontation with the challengers.
The first two sets of properties provide the general setting for the mobiliza-
tion of collective action, and they constrain the relevant configurations of
power. Together with the general setting, the relevant conﬁguratién of power
specifies the strategies of the “authorities” or the “members of the system”
with regard to the mobilization of the “challengers.”® In combination with the
general setting, these strategies in turn define (a) the extent to which chal-

{ < leiging collective actions will be facilitated ot repressed by the “members of

the system,” (b) the chances of success such actions may have, and (c) the
chances of success if no such actions take place, which may be either positive
if the government is reform-oriented, or negative if the government in power
l\ is hostile to the movement (Koopmans 1990a). In other words, the country-
vspeciﬁc mix of facilitation/repression and chances of success/chances of re-
form is, at least in part, the result of strategic calculations of the authorities. It
is not exclusively determined by such strategic calculations, however, since
the general setting also restricts this country-specific mix in a way that is in-
dependent of the concrete strategies devised by the authorities. Finally, this
country-specific mix determines the set of strategic options available for the
mobilization of the “challengers.” It provides the crucial link between the
POS and the challengers’ decision to mobilize or not, their choice of the form

]
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of mobilization, the sequence of events to be organized, and the addressee of
their campaign. Figure 1 presents a graphic summary of this argument. As
Koopmans (1990a) points out, the way the country-specific conditions enter
into the challengers’ strategic calculations depends on the type of movement
in question.

I am aware of the fact that both types of strategies—those of the authori-
ties and those of the challengers—are to some extent mutually interdepen- |
dent. This interdependence, however, does not enter into the present discus-
sion because the focus is on aspects of the political context that have to be
taken as given by the challenging actors. The mutually interdependent as-
pects of the political context belong to what I propose to call the interaction
context of a specific challenge. The interaction context follows its own logic,
which will not be treated here. Leaving mutual interdependence aside, the
conceptualization of the political opportunity structure and its effects on the
development of social movements in general is still a formidable task. In this
essay, I shall not deal with the impact of political opportunity structure on so-
cial movements in general, but rather focus on its effects on a particular class
of social movements in a particular region of the world society in a given pe-
riod: the new social movements (NSMs) as they have manifested themselves
in Western Europe and North America since the early seventies. Circum-
scribed in such a way, the task asks for concepts characterizing the variations
in time and across countries of the relatively stable properties of the political
context that have been relevant for the recent mobilization of new social
movements in the West. I shall propose such concepts for the general institu-
tional structure of the state, for the informal procedures and prevailing strate-
gies to deal with challengers, and for the relevant configurations of power in
the party system and the union system. The distinctions I introduce are sim-
ple and schematic ones, designed to capture the essence of what in reality are
much more complex structures. I shall discuss the general concepts and pre-
sent some hypotheses concerning the impact of the various aspects of the po-
litical opportunity structure on the mobilization of new social movements.
The hypotheses are specified for four Western European countries—France,
the Federal Republic of Germany, the Netherlands, and Switzerland.*

The Formal Institutional Structure of the State

In his attempt to conceptualize political opportunity structure, Kitschelt
(1986) makes a useful distinction between “political input structures” and
“political output structures.” His distinction is less useful than it could have
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Figure 1. Conceptual outline of the general argument

been, however, because he uses it as a summary term applying to the institu-
tional structure as well as to the actual configuration of power. In restricting
the term to the formal institutional structure of the political system, I adopt
the conceptual distinctions made by Kitschelt: with respect to the input side,

e
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apolitical system can be more or less open; with respect to the output side, it
can be more or less strong. Openness implies formal access for outsiders;
strength implies the capacity to get things done. At this point, I shall consider
only access to the institutions of the state. Formal access to the party system
will be treated in the context of the discussion of the configuration of power in
that particular part of the overall system.

The degree of formal access to the state is, first, a function of the degree of
its (territorial) centralization. The greater the degree of decentralization, the
greater is the degree of formal access. Decentralization implies multiple
points of access. In a federal system, such as those of Germany, Switzerland,
and the United States, there are multiple poirits of relevant access on the na-
tional, regional, and local levels. In centralized systems, such as those of
France, the Netherlands, and Sweden, there are virtually no access points on
the regional Tevel, and thé local ones are insignificant. Second, the degree of
formal access is a function of the degree of (functional) concentration of state
power. The greater the degree of separation of power between the executive,
the legislature, and the judiciary—that is, the more elaborate the checks and
palances—the greater the degree of formal access. In political systems with a
strong legislature and an equally strong judiciary, such as those of Germany
and the United States, there are more points of access than in systems with
an all-powerful executive, as in the case of France and, to some extent, the
Netherlands. Third, formal access is a function of the coherence of the public
administration. The greater the degree of coherence, internal coordination,
and professionalization of the public administration, the more limited is the
formal access. Fragmentation, lack of internal coordination, and lack of pro-
fessionalization multiply the points of access. France again provides the
prime example of a highly coherent administration, whereas the United
States and Switzerland constitute the typical cases of lack of such coherence.
The Netherlands and Germany probably are intermediary cases in this re-
gard. Finally, formal access is a function of the degree to which direct democ-
ratic procedures are institutionalized. From the point of view of challengers,
the most important direct democratic procedure is the popular initiative,
which allows them to put an issue on the agenda of the political system and to
ask for a vote of the whole electorate on the subject. Such procedures primar-
ily exist in Switzerland, and in several states of the United States.> The proce-
dures of compulsory and optional referenda give challengers an additional
opportunity to intervene, but are of less importance because they allow inter-
vention only after a decision has been taken by the political elite. Elaborate



172 HANSPETER KRIESI

procedures of this type also exist in Switzerland, but not in the other three na-

tions under study.®

On the basis of these four aspects of the institutional structure, we may
roughly distinguish between open and closed state%r,: Syitzerland clearly

seems to have the most open state among

thefodr countries under study,

France the one most closed. Because of its federalism and its strong judi-
ciary, Germany also tends to be quite open, while the Netherlands tends to be
rather closed formally because of its centralism and strong executive.

The same aspects that determine the formal openness of the state on the

/

'/{nput side, in fact, also determine its strength on the output side. Federal,
! fragmented, and incoherent states with direct democratic institutions find it

particularly difficult to arrive at decisions and to impose them on society. Cen-
 tralized, concentrated, and coherent states with no direct democratic access,
on the other hand, have a strong capacity to act. Strong states, then, are at the
same time autonomous with respect to their environment and capable of get-
ting things done, while weak states lack not only autonomy, but also the ca-

. pacity to act.” This greatly simplifies our classification of states according to
their institutional structure: we just retain_the distinction between strong

states and weak ones.

From the point of view of potential challengers, a weak state provides a
more favorable setting for mobilization for collective action. In order to illus-
trate this, I shall introduce a distinction between three types of possible suc-
cess. Following the lead of Gamson (1975, pp. 28ff.) and Kitschelt (1986, pp.
66ff.), we may distinguish between procedural and substantive success. Pro-
cedural success opens new channels of participation to challengers and in-

volves their being recognized as legitimate

representatives of demands. Sub-

stantive success involves changes of policy in response to the challenge. To
assess the specific chances of success of a given movement in a weak state, it
is important to make an additional distinction within the category of substan-
tive success. This type of success can either be proactive (implying the intro-

duction of “new advantages”), or it can be

reactive (implying the prevention

of “new disadvantages”). In the first case, the challenging movement ac-
quires policy-making power, in the second case it is able to exert a veto. Char
acteristically, procedural success and reactive substantive success are more
easily available in weak states than in strong ones. Proactive success is very

difficult to get in any type of state: strong states may have the capacity to act
on behalf of a movement's demands, but they also have the capacity to res

st

any temptation to do so. Weak states may be forced to give into a movement’s

demands, but they are not likely to have

the capacity to implement the r¢
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Table 1. Chances of success for challengers in weak and strong stat
es

Substantive suc
Type of state Procedural success Reactive et

Proactive
Weak formal facilitati
cilitation ossibili
of access gf v:';lhty no concessions
Strong no formal facilitati
cilitation no T
of access of V‘Z‘;:S‘b'hty no concessions

quired policy changes. This is not to s
p . ay that there are no i
. proactive outco
of n;loblltlzatlon processes, but short of massive and protracted mobilizati:)r:les
suc : ou cqmes are expected to be quite rare in any type of state. T: N
marizes this argument. e fable Loum
mr;(llit;fhelt (13?6) .also .introduces an additional category of success—struc
i ;;?c[:, vIvhlch implies a transformation of the political opportunity struc
elf. i -
r pouﬁcalssysiwe atrfuted, the opportunity structure refers to the aspects of
em that are relatively stable over ti
; 'm that : r time. In the short
§Uu}$mrali1mtﬁact is quite impossible in the type of countries we are consi:iun’
in, . i it
ing fr<:)re t}r: e medu.xm f)r long run, however, such structural impact resulz
pOgSSiblr: T; cumulz;tlve impact of a large number of protest events may be
. The most far-reaching structural i
: . mpact results, of course, fro
(siocrlaélrevolult)lon. Examples of less far-reaching structural impact incl’udeTha
ural . ..
e establishment of Green parties in a given party system and the inst;3

) movement s ($) i

Th
St,:j f:;(::tl zif)r(;ac}tlhof the aut.hor'itie.s with respect to challengers is con-
s not on };tr;rte gfeiotryr;liaclaxl?yst;tutllonalds]taructure, but also by informal
" gies mployed by the authorities with
diffc:rzlrllizgszst;ﬁ ((;)erga;llza;lonal sociologists have long been insisting :)eng‘:}r]:
o e s lr)le e formal anfi Fhe .informal side of structure. Analo-
et o ohould be awar;a of the- d.lstmc-tlon between the formal institutional
v e & tor;nt:;l1 vzays 1.t is typically applied. Scharpf (1984, p. 260)
o procedp 0 he domma.nt st.rategy” to characterize the informal
merge o ;rte tl e shared 1mpllc.it or explicit understandings that
THe b political process anfi' guide the actions of the authorities.
al procedures and prevailing strategies with respect to chal-
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lengers are either exclusive (repressive, confrontative, polarizing) or integr,.
tive (facilitative, cooperative, assimilative). It is important to note that such
procedures have a long tradition in a given country. According to Scharpf,
they develop a powerful logic of their own. Efforts to change them are yp
against all the “sunk costs” of institutional commitments supporting them,
Given their long tradition, informal procedures and prevailing strategies
have already had important consequences for the mobilization of the “ol¢”
labor movement. Thus, exclusive strategies that have typically been em.
ployed in Southern European countries but were also used in the Weimar Re.
public have led to an important split between the social democrats and the
communists within the labor movement. As is argued by Gallie (1983), the

" split in the French labor movement after World War [ has been the result of a

partlcularly mtransxgent position of the French political elite at that time.
While the British rulmg elite chose to make important concessions to the
radicalizing Tabor movement at the end of the war, the French ruling elite
opted for a repressive strategy in similar circumstances. Gallie explains the

" difference in the reactions of the two ruling elites by earlier strategic deci-

sions in an even more distant past. This illustrates the autodynamic of domi-
nant strategies that makes for their reproduction across centuries.® The split
between social democrats and communists has further radicglized the labor
movement, which has again served to reinforce the dominant exclusive strat-
egy of the authorities. In all the Southern European countries, a strong com-
munist left has been excluded from power for decades. In Italy and France,
the exclusion implied the delegitimation of the Communist Party; in Greece,
Spain, and Portugal, the exclusion was the result of a long period of authori-
tarian repression (see Golden 1986). Finally, the radicalization of the labor
movement has for a long time prevented the pacification of the class struggle
in Southern Europe, which has had important consequences for the action
space available to the new social movements in these countries, as we shall
see in more detail.

Just as in the Southern European countries, the legacy in Germany is one
of exclusion and-repression. While the formal institutional structure of the
Federal Republic has been completely rebuilt since World War 11, the domi-
nant strategy of its ruling elite with regard to challengers from below has con-
tinued to be marked by the experience of the past. In contrast to France, how-
ever, where the exclusive strategy is associated with a strong state, the
exclusive strategy in the Federal Republic combines with a weak state, which
will result in a different overall setting for social movements in general, and
for new ones in particular.
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Integrative _sgategif;é are typical for two types of countries. On the one
hand, they are the hallmark of countries with a long history of coexistence of
different religions, such as the Netherlands and Switzerland. On the other

hand, they also prevail in Catholic countries that have experienced a split be-
ween religious and laic s_gllcultures but have not experienced a prominent
split between communists and social democrats; Austria and Belglum are the
typical examples. Moreover, integrative strategies seem to be facilitated by
the small size of a polity and its openness with regard to the world market; all
the countries mentioned are among the small Western European nation-states
i ese countries have become known as consociational
democracies, as typ1cal examples of ¢ neocorporatlst pohcy arrangements.
“~tikeexclusive strategies, integrative strategies are compatible with rather
different formal institutional structures. A comparison of the Netherlands
and Switzerland illustrates the point: the Netherlands has a strong unitary
state with a cabinet government comparable to that of the “Westminster
model,” and with a relatively coherent bureaucracy. The Swiss state, by con-
trast, is very weak because of its federalism, its fragmentation, and its direct
democratic institutions. The crucial difference between the Netherlands and
Switzerland with regard to the state’s autonomy and its capacity to act proba-
bly has its origin in the different approaches to the solution of the religious
conflicts of the two countries. Swiss federalism and Dutch pillarization can be
regarded as functionally equivalent solutions to the same problem of inte-
grating diverse cultural minorities within the same polity—with very dif-
ferent implications for the institutional structure of the state. While the ter-
ritorial differentiation chosen by the Swiss implied decentralization and
fragmentation of the state, the social differentiation in the Netherlands—
achieved by the creation of Protestant, Catholic, socialist, and conservative
pillars such that national consensus was negotiated among elites of different
pillars and within each pillar between elites and constituencies—was compat-
ible with a centralized and concentrated institutional structure (Kriesi 1990).

Combining the distinction between strong and weak states with that be-
tween exclusive and integrative dominant strategies, we thus arrive at four
distinct general settings for dealing with challengers. As Table 2 shows, each
of these general settings corresponds to one of our four countries. The com-
bination of a strong state with an exclusive dominant strategy I call a situation
of full exclusion. In such a situation, challengers can count on neither formal
nor informal access to the political system. Instead they are typically con-
fronted by strong repression. Moreover, since the state is a strong one, chal-
lengers are not likely to have any veto power nor to obtain any substantive
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concessions. This situation is represented by France. At the opposite end of
full exclusion, we find full procedural integration, which is characterizeq by
the combination of a weak state with an inclusive dominant strategy. In such
situation, repression is comparatively weak and the challenger’s access o the
system is formally as well as informally facilitated. Given the weakness of the
system, challengers cannot count on important substantive concessions but
may be able to block decisions by exercising a veto. This situation is repre.
sented by Switzerland. The direct democratic institutions as well as the feder.
alist structure of Switzerland provide for a large number of formal access
points for challengers. The traditionally integrative strategy enhances the
general effect of the formal structure. Germany represents one of the two jp.
termediate cases, formalistic inclusion. In this situation, challengers can
count on formal but not informal facilitation of access. Moreover, they tend 1,
be met with strong repression. There is a possibility of veto, but no conces.
sions can be expected. The federal structure allows for multiple points of
access. Moreover, the strong position of the German judiciary provides chal-
lengers with another set of independent access points. Compared to Switzer.
land, however, the number of formal regional and local access points is more
limited because—apart from some exceptions—the Federal Republic does
not have direct democratic institutions. Moreover, the repressive legacy of
the system implies that those who speak outside of the formally available
channels will be confronted with strong repression. The second intermediary
case, informal cooptation, is represented by the Netherlands. In such a set-
ting, challengers do not have a lot of formal access, but they can count on in-
formal facilitation. Such informal measures may not go as far as the overt fa-
cilitation of action campaigns of social movements, but they may imply the
facilitation of their organizational infrastructure, including public recogni-
tion, consultation, and even subsidization of social movement organizations.
Since the Dutch state is also quite strong, it is able to make considerable sub-
stantive concessions, and it can prevent challengers from exerting a veto—
that is, from blocking a decision-making process. Concessions have actually
been forthcoming in the Netherlands because of the prevailing inclusive
strategies, which serve to preempt challengers. A most striking example of
preemption is the way the Dutch political system dealt with the challenge of
the student movement of the late sixties: while the occupation of the adminis-
tration building of the University of Amsterdam—the crucial action campaign
of the movement—was met with direct repression, the national legislature
quickly put forward a new university bill. It took only a brief and limited oc-
cupation to get the political system to produce a bill that included the most
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Table 2. The general settings for the approach of members toward challengers

Formal institutional structure

pominant Weak state Strong state
strategy
Exclusive formalistic inclusion full exclusion

-neither formal nor informal
facilitation of access;
strong repression
—possibility of veto, but no ~possibility of neither veto
substantive concessions nor substantive concessions
(Germany) (France)

—formal, but no informal,
facilitation of access;
strong repression

Inclusive full procedural integration
—formal and informal
facilitation of access;
weak repression

informal cooptation
-no formal, but informal,
facilitation of access;
weak repression
—possibility of veto, but no -no possibility of veto, but
substantive concessions substantive, concessions
(Switzerland) (Netherlands)

farreaching democratization of the university system in the West (Zahn
1984).

These general settings can be expected to have a country-specific impact
on all challenging mobilizations, not only on those of the new social move-
ments, with respect to the general level of mobilization, the general form and
strategy of the challenging mobilizations, and the system level at which mo-
bilizations are typically oriented. Concerning the general level of mobiliza-
tion, I propose that the far-reaching facilitation of mobilization by the Swiss
system—especially resulting from its direct democratic institutions—implies
aparticularly high level of challenging actions. For the other three systems, it
isdifficult to make predictions regarding the general level of mobilization. On
the one hand, as I have just argued, inclusive strategies have a tendency to
preempt protest. However, it also seems plausibt}é to argue that inclusive
strategies imply elaborate decision-making processes that increase the
chances for challengers to intervene and to exercise a veto. A telling example
is provided by the series of nondecisions of the Dutch government with re-
gard to the stationing of Cruise missiles in the early eighties, which has given
the Dutch peace movement ample opportunities to continue its antimissiles
campaign. On the other hand, one may argue that repressive strategies gen-
erally raise the costs of collective action, which serves to limit its scope in a
general way. However, strong repression may also stimulate collective action.
As Koopmans (1990a) points out, there are at least three ways this may hap-
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pen: first, repression reinforces the identity of countercultural movemens,
which may stimulate offensive reactions of a rather radical type on the part ¢f
these movements. Second, repression may itself become a crucial issue for
the challengers. Finally, and related to the second point, repression may
focus media attention on the challengers, which may enlist the support of
third parties that would otherwise not have supported the movement, Sych,
supportive mobilization, in turn, may be expected to be of a rather moderate
type. The urban autonomous movement of Zurich, for example, has profited
from all three of these mechanisms (Kriesi 1984). Given these considera.
tions, [ abstain from any more specific predictions concerning the generg
level of mobilization in the other three countries.

With regard to the general forms and strategies of action typically used by
challengers in the different countries, I can be more specific. I maintain that
the French context of full exclusion invites disruptive strategies on the part of
the chal,lengéféﬁk}iév F. L. Wilson (1987, p. 283) observes, the strength of the
French state gives rise to its greatest weakness: unable to allow challengers
to articulate their concerns through formal or informal channels of access, it
is periodically confronted by large-scale explosions of discontent. In such mo-

' ments of great discontent, the French state may be forced to make substan-

tive proactive concessions, or to abandon a project.® May 1968 illustrates the

first point, the massive student protest in the fall of 1986, which forced the

government to abandon its university reform bill, the second one. Even if, a
I argued earlier, proactive success is difficult to attain anywhere, it is most
likely to be forthcoming as a reaction to great social unrest in a strong state,
which, in contrast to a weak state, is more likely not only to provoke a state of
crisis, but also to have the capacity to end it by making proactive concessions.

By contrast, the highly accessible Swiss system invites moderate, conven-
tional strategies on the part of its challengers. Such a system functions like a
sponge: it absorbs all kinds of protest without granting much in the way of
concessions to meet the demands of the challengers. In spite of a conspicu-
ous lack of proactive concessions, challengers may continue to mobilize in
moderate ways—because procedural success is to some extent a functional
equivalent of substantive success (Epple 1988), and because occasional reac-
tive success occurs frequently enough to provide an additional incentive for
continued mobilization of this type. We may expect, however, considerable
variation of this general theme within Switzerland, given that the informal
procedures to deal with challengers vary substantially from one region to the
other. A study of Swiss protest events (Kriesi et al. 1981) revealed that politi-
cal protest events in the Swiss German-speaking part of the country have in-
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creasingly been met by repression since the late sixties, while a comparable
tendency has not been observed in the French-speaking region. The general
impression is that the authorities in the French-speaking area react to the
challenges of the new social movements in a more subtle way, while the Swiss
German authorities are increasingly adopting procedures reminiscent of Ger-
man practices. Since the formal opportunities for access are so numerous in
the Swiss political system, the authorities expect challengers to use these for-
mal opportunities. The Swiss German authorities tend to react particularly
repressively to those who do not use these opportunities.

In the general setting of informal cooptation in the Netherlands, we may
also expect collective action to be moderate. The Dutch tradition of pillarized
organizational structures will stimulate the growth of social movement orga-
nizations working through conventional channels that will be treated in much
the same way as the religious minorities for which the system has been set
up. This implies large-scale subsidization, integration in advisory bodies, and
participation in the implementation of public policies. The Dutch system,
however, is not as open as the Swiss one, given its lack of direct democratic
channels of access and given the relative strength of the Dutch state. There-
fore, the Dutch action repertoire may be expected to include a considerable
amount of more radical forms of action as well. The low level of repression
makes it likely that radicalization will stop short of violent action.!?

Germany is most ambivalent with respect to the general forms and strate-
gies of action. The relatively large number of formal access channels and the
possibility of blocking political decisions through such channels invite mod-
erate mobilization. The repressive legacy, however, may be expected to stim-
ulate a significant number of disruptive events as well—at least more of such
events than in the Netherlands or Switzerland.

With regard to the system level at which mobilization is typically oriented,
I maintain that mobilization is predominantly oriented at the national level in
centralized states, and at the regional or local level in decentralized states.

The Configuration of Power in the Party System

Regarding the third broad set of properties of the political opportunity struc-
ture—the configuration of power—I emphasize the configuration of power in
the party system and take into account the corresponding configuration in
the most relevant part of the system of interest intermediation: the union sys-
tem. Compared to the party system, the union system is of only secondary
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importance for the mobilization of new social movements; at most it modifies
the impact of the configuration in the party system.

General Concepts and Propositions

The configuration of power in the party system refers to the distribution of
power among the various parties as well as to the relations that exist between
them. As Figure 1 indicates, the configuration of power in a given political
system can be thought of as an element of the political opportunity structure
that intervenes between the formal institutional structure and the system’s
general strategic legacy, on the one hand, and the country-spec.iﬁc mix of
strategies applied to challengers, on the other hand. Itself constrained by the
general systemic context, the configuration of power in tur.n sets more
specific limits to the strategies available to the authorities with regard to
given challengers.!! It modifies the openness of access channels and the sys-
tem’s capacity to act, and it modulates the general strategic legacy.

The main impact the formal institutional structure has on the configura-
tion of power within the party system iSﬂ@i@{?XQ[ oral system.
As is well known, proportional ’repreééntatiOn allows easier access forchal-
lengers than plur:iliy or majority methods. Already established parties runa
greater risk of competition from challengers in proportional electoral sys-
tems than in those with plurality or majority representation. New social move-
ments are more likely to find allies within the party system in proportional
representation systems. These allies may include challenging small parties
as well as large established parties that adapt their positions in response to
competition from the smaller challengers. Among the four countries of inter-
est to us, the Netherlands has by far the most far-reaching proportional rep-
resentation, given that the country forms a single cqrﬂimency Errx_”national
elections. The Geriman system for all practical purposes is also propor tional,
with a 5 percent threshold designed to keep out minor (radical) challen'ger's.
The Swiss system is also proportional; the cantoggArf(ﬁ){{rﬁl}l}g_gpnstimencxes in
national elections. Since the cantons vary greatly in size, however, the pro-
portionality of the Swiss system differs from one canton to the other. In
smaller cantons it is considerably more restrictive than the German system,
while in the largest cantons it allows for more accessibility to challengers
than the German one. The French two-ballot system, reintroduced by Pr¥m€

Minister Chirac in 1986 after a brief intérliude of proportional representatlfm'
is of the majority variety that gives challengers little opportunity to establish

themselves within the party system.
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Not all the established parties have been of equal significance for the mo-
bilization of new social movements in Western Europe. NSM supporters typ-
ically belong to the electoral potential of the left (see Muller-Rommel 1989;
Kriesi and van Praag 1987), since the traditional challenges of the labor
movement bear a close relationship to the challenges mounted by the new
gociaf'mﬁ%ae‘ﬁféi_'ﬁfé 'is whywe have to pay particular attention to the
configuration of power on the left. As I have already indicated, the configura-
tiomrof power on the Teft has beén strongly determined by the heritage of pre-
vailing procedures and strategies to deal with challengers. This is the main
impact informal practices and procedures have on the configuration of power
of NSMs. The heritage of exclusive strategies has resulted in a divided left, a
split between a major communist current and a social democratic/socialist
one.'? In such a situation, social democratic parties have been relatively
weak in electoral terms, and they have been engaged in a contest with the
communists for hegemony on the left. This contest has above all been a con-
test for the working-class vote, which means that the traditional class conflict
between labor and capital and the concomitant Marxist ideology have always
played an important role in the strategy not only of the communists, but also
of the social democrats. In such a context, the fundamental dilemma of social
democratic parties put forward by Przeworski and Sprague (1986) has be-
come particularly acute. According to their reasoning, the social democrats
generally have to appeal to citizens other than workers in order to get a ma-
jority at the polls, since workers do not constitute (and never have consti-
tuted) a numerical majority in their respective societies. An effective appeal
to a middle-class electorate, however, is likely to limit the social democrats’
capacity to get the workers’ vote. In a situation where the left is divided into
a social democratic tendency and an equally important communist one, the
risk of losing the workers’ vote to the communists is obviously very serious.
In such a context, one can expect the social democrats to subordinate their
support of new social movements, which characteristically have a new mid-
dieclass core, to their struggle for hegemony on the left. Following Brand
(1985, p. 322), I propose that where the left is split, there will be relatively lit-
tle action space for the new movements i and that social democra-
tic support of NSM mobilizatioh“vs;iﬁ*l’)"éwéfraﬁ’gﬂfy conditioned by the struggle
for hegemony on the left. By contrast, in a setting with an inclusive heritage,
where the left has not been divided and where class conflict has been
pacified by the time NSMs emerge, there will be a larger action space for
these movements and the social democrats can be expected to be much
more likely to support the mobilization of these new challengers. The extent




