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Having achieved a major breakthrough in the 2011 elections, the Finns Party
remained in opposition but joined the governing coalition from 2015 until 2017
when the party suffered a serious internal split. This article shows that the overall
impact of the populists on parliamentary procedures and culture has been mod-
est. The Finns Party has adjusted to the strongly institutionalised parliamentary
norms and it has not contested the existing patterns of legislative—executive rela-
tions. The populists have brought more confrontational elements to the debates
but seem content operating within the established institutional constraints.
Content analysis of oral and written questions shows the internal diversity of the

party.
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1. Introduction

Populism is probably the topic in political science that has attracted the most
scholarly attention in recent decades. Yet our understanding of whether and how
various populist or radical right parties influence the work of legislatures is very
limited. This applies also to Finland, where populist parties have been represented
in the Eduskunta, the unicameral national parliament, since the mid-1960s. The
Finnish Rural Party (Suomen maaseudun puolue, SMP) achieved major electoral
victories in 1970 and 1983 and joined the government after the latter election
only to fade away by the early 1990s. Its successor, the Finns Party (originally
known as True Finns), was established in the mid-1990s and since the 2011, elec-
tions have become one of the largest Eduskunta parties.

The main research question of this article is what impact has participation of
the Finns Party in government had on the Eduskunta and on legislative—executive
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2 Parliamentary Affairs

relations? To answer this question, we examine the powers and procedures of the
Eduskunta as well as any changes to the parliamentary culture. Secondly, we ana-
lyse whether joining the coalition influenced the parliamentary behaviour of pop-
ulist members of parliament (MPs). The Finnish case is particularly interesting
because of the alternation between government and opposition: the Finns stayed
in the opposition from 2011 to 2015 but joined the centre-right coalition after
the 2015 elections only to return to the opposition in 2017 after the party experi-
enced an internal split. This makes it possible to explore how change in party
leadership and government—opposition status affected the populists’ parliamen-
tary behaviour and strategies. As is typical for populist parties, the image and
ideological profile of the Finns Party have been strongly influenced by its leaders.
SMP was very much a Vennamo ‘family business’ (Arter, 2018), while Timo
Soini, combining anti-elitism with Euroscepticism, chaired the Finns from politi-
cal obscurity to electoral success from 1997 onwards only to be replaced with the
leader of the party’s anti-immigration wing, Jussi Halla-aho, in 2017. A content
analysis of oral and written questions—coded with the Comparative Agendas
Project scheme (Baumgartner et al., 2019)—allows us also to examine the priori-
ties of populist MPs and how the issue attention of the Finns Party differs from
the other Eduskunta parties.

The theoretical discussion in the next section considers Finland to be a con-
sensus or ‘consensual’ democracy, where party-political cooperation across ideo-
logical blocs has been the norm both in parliament and in the government. The
Eduskunta is an institutionalised legislature with its own established rules and
norms, and this is expected to moderate also the behaviour of the Finns Party
MPs. The section also traces the changing face of populism in Finland. The em-
pirical section is divided into two parts. The first examines the influence of popu-
lists on parliamentary procedures regarding executive—legislative relations, while
the second focuses on plenary culture and issue attention. The concluding section
summarises the findings and discusses their applicability beyond the Finnish case.

2. Theoretical framework: Populists in a consensual polity

2.1 Populists as policymakers

Drawing on Mair’s (2009) dichotomy of responsible parties (parties that take the
responsibility of governing and cooperate with others) and responsive parties
(parties that focus on representing their voters and do not prioritise holding exec-
utive office), Louwerse and Otjes (2019) in their analysis of populist parliamen-
tary opposition behaviour in the Netherlands make the distinction between
consensus and majoritarian regimes. In the former, politics is more characterised
by power-sharing practices and cooperation between political parties. Hence,
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Impact of the Finns Party on Legislative—Executive Relations 3

opposition parties have better chances to influence public policies. In majoritar-
ian systems, on the other hand, power is firmly in the hands of the government
that rules with the support of its parliamentary party group(s) (Lijphart, 1999).
Obviously, most countries, Finland included, fall somewhere between such ideal
types, but the key point is that in consensus democracies populists are more likely
to engage in cooperation with other parties.

Consensual democracies arguably have ‘working parliaments’, where scrutiny
in committees is more important than plenary debates, with MPs concentrating
on legislative work instead of grand debates on the floor. Majoritarian regimes in
turn tend to have ‘debating parliaments’, where the plenary offers an ‘arena’ for
more adversarial politics (Polsby, 1975; Steffani, 1979). In working parliaments,
political parties across the board are thus more used to working together, not
least in the confidential environment of committees where MPs can engage in
bargaining and compromises that form the basis of parliamentary decisions.
Populists, too, are thus exposed to such behaviour, but naturally their competi-
tors can still choose the strategy of ‘cordon sanitaire’ and treat the populists as
‘pariah’ parties. For example, in the Nordic context, the mainstream parties in
Denmark, Norway and Finland have opted to cooperate with the populists,
whereas Swedish parties have kept a stricter distance to the Sweden Democrats
(Heinze, 2018). Obviously, populists can also choose to distance themselves from
the consensual decision-making arrangements, thereby underlining their anti-
elitism and presenting themselves as a genuine (and perhaps only) alternative to
the mainstream parties.

If populists are not ostracised and/or they aim at government participation,
they should be more inclined to compromise-building and to softening their
positions (but see Akkerman and Rooduijn, 2015). If, on the other hand, populist
parties face a ‘cordon sanitaire’ and/or prefer to stay in opposition, then they
should behave more hawkishly in parliament. It may also be that strategies and
behaviour differ between policy areas, with populists less willing to compromise
in their key policy domains. For example, in their analysis of populists in Italian
and Swiss governments, Albartazzi and McDonnell (2015) showed that the popu-
lists were able to push through important pieces of legislation in their priority
issues, mainly immigration, but overall behaved ‘responsibly’ like their coalition
partners.

2.2 Finland: Still a consensual regime?

Nordic countries are typically characterised as consensual regimes, but Finland
may not be as consensual as it was in the past. The new constitution, which en-
tered into force in 2000, completed a period of far-reaching constitutional change
that curtailed presidential powers and brought the Finnish political system closer
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4 Parliamentary Affairs

to a normal parliamentary democracy. Leadership by presidents has been
replaced with leadership by majority governments. The constitutional reforms
have increased the gap between the government and the opposition.

Despite such majoritarian elements, the Finnish polity still contains several
consensual features: broad partisan consensus in foreign and security policy,
corporatism, close ties between various elite groups, the universal welfare state
regime and, most importantly, oversized coalition cabinets and party-political
cooperation across the ideological spectrum. Given the fragmented party sys-
tem and the tradition of forming multi-party cabinets, political parties and
their leaders are engaged in an almost constant process of negotiation, and
the art of making compromises and logrolls is an essential feature of daily
politics. The largest party normally gets between 20% and 25% of the vote,
but in 2019 the Social Democrats won the elections with only 17.7% of the
vote. Forming majority cabinets is, therefore, not possible unless the govern-
ment has at least three parties. In order not to exclude themselves from cabi-
net formation negotiations, parties do not present voters with pre-election
alliances nor do they make public statements ruling out sharing power with
particular parties. Finnish parties are thus highly office-secking in their behav-
iour (Arter, 2016; Karvonen et al., 2016).

2.3 Institutionalised Eduskunta

Parliaments are the key forum in consensual governance, and this definitely
applies too to Finland (Kettunen and Kiviniemi, 2006). The Eduskunta is, with-
out doubt, an institutionalised ‘working parliament’. Its internal structures have
evolved gradually over the decades and party discipline is strong. Committees
meet behind closed doors and they are the central arena for constructive argu-
mentation and party-political cooperation, including between government and
opposition parties (Raunio and Wiberg, 2014).

Turning to the plenary, not so long ago the full chamber was hardly rele-
vant in Finnish politics. Whereas in the early 1980s, the annual number of
plenary speeches made by the Prime Minister (PM) could be as low as one or
two; since the 1990s, the PM visits the plenary essentially on a weekly basis to
answer questions from the MPs. The Eduskunta has also procedurally made
plenary debates a more central aspect of its work. The amount of time de-
voted to debates has increased, reforms carried out in the 1990s gave the cabi-
net and MPs the right to propose debates on topical matters, and the
streamlining of various reporting requirements of the cabinet and the increase
in the number of such reports has improved the quality of information re-
ceived by the Eduskunta. Thus, the PM and the government are now required
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to publicly explain and defend its actions and policies to a much greater ex-
tent than before.

Also, question time is now more transparent than before, and MPs can spon-
taneously put questions to the ministers on topics of their own choice. Question
times last around an hour and seldom involve any real drama, but they are cov-
ered by the media (question times are also shown live on the main state-owned
television channel) and ministers must take them seriously. The same applies to
interpellations that have become the standard form of the no-confidence vote.
Their main objective is to raise the profile of the opposition and perhaps also to
stimulate debate on topical issues. From our point of view, the important thing is
timing: the reforms of the plenary debates and the parliamentary questions were
mainly motivated by the constitutional changes that strengthened the powers of
the Eduskunta. The reforms were, therefore, implemented before the ‘earthquake’
election of 2011.

2.4 The changing status and profile of the Finns Party

Both in terms of ideology and personnel, the Finns Party, established in 1995,
is the successor of SMP (Arter, 2012, 2018). It remained in the margins of
Finnish politics until the 2007 elections, when its vote share more than dou-
bled to 4.1% from the 1.6% achieved four years earlier. But the real break-
through came in the 2011 elections. Benefiting from the Finnish campaign
finance scandal that had followed the 2007 elections and the euro crisis, the
Finns won 19.1% of the vote, a staggering increase of 15% from the 2007
elections and the largest ever increase in support achieved by a single party in
Eduskunta elections. Many had predicted the Finns Party to fade away
quickly, but in the 2015 elections, it finished second with 17.7% of the vote.
The Finns performed remarkably well across mainland constituencies, and
according to surveys, voters were drawn to supporting the party mainly be-
cause they wanted to shake established patterns of power distribution and to
change the direction of public policies, especially concerning immigration and
European integration (Borg, 2012; Westinen, 2014, Gronlund and Wass,
2016). After the 2011 elections Soini, the long-standing party chair opted to
stay in opposition, publicly referring to the impossibility of joining a coalition
that was committed to further eurozone rescue measures, but in 2015, he
guided his party to the centre-right cabinet that also included the Centre
Party and National Coalition. Indeed, during the 2011-2015 electoral term,
Soini made it clear that he prioritised government participation and signalled
that his party was willing to make compromises to reach that objective.

The Finns clearly influenced the programme of the cabinet led by PM Juha
Sipild (Centre), particularly regarding the section on the European Union (EU)
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and immigration. Also, development aid was cut.' Hence, it was unsurprising
that in the summer of 2015, Finland was among those countries that were most
critical of a new Greek bailout package. And in late September 2015, the govern-
ment abstained when the Council of the EU decided on relocating 120,000
asylum-seekers (Wahlbeck, 2019). Nevertheless, the support of the Finns Party
plummeted and there was clear unrest inside the parliamentary group, not least
among the anti-immigration MPs—and this unrest paved the way for the subse-
quent ‘coup’ in the party (Arter, 2018, pp. 157-161).

Under Soini, the party had started out as an ‘old school’ populist party,
defending the ‘forgotten people’ (a term coined by Veikko Vennamo, the charis-
matic leader of SMP), while distancing itself from the ‘old parties’. Opposition to
the EU was a permanent feature of the Finns’ campaigns, particularly during the
euro crisis. Yet there was also an ethnonationalist or nativist aspect to the party
that became stronger both programmatically and inside the party organisation af-
ter the 2003 elections (Jungar, 2016). As summarised by Arter (2010, p. 485), the
Finns are ‘indeed a populist radical right party ... albeit one (thus far) lacking
the xenophobic extremism of the likes of the Austrian Freedom Party or the
Danish People’s Party’. As the Finns’ popularity grew, it began to attract different
types of people into its ranks: old school populists, anti-immigration hardliners,
proprietors of small businesses, working-class or rural voters defecting from the
Social Democrats and the Centre. No wonder that Soini (2014, p. 170) referred to
his party as a ‘bazaar’ that brought together people from all walks of life. This di-
versity was also reflected in the parliamentary group of the Finns, which of course
also included a relatively large number of first-time MPs (Yl4-Anttila, 2014; Yla-
Anttila and Yli-Anttila, 2015; Palonen and Saresma, 2017).

Having chaired the party since 1997, Soini decided to resign as the party
leader, but the transition did not go as smoothly as he had envisioned. In June
2017, the party congress elected the European Parliament member Jussi Halla-
aho as the new party chair. Halla-aho has been convicted in court of disrupting
religious worship and of ethnic agitation. In fact, the entire new party leadership
consisted of anti-immigration figures. Immediately following the ‘coup’, the
more moderate or populist wing left the Finns Party and established a new party,
the Blue Reform. The Centre and the National Coalition refused to work with the
Halla-aho-led Finns Party in the cabinet. This enabled Soini and his Blue Reform
ministerial colleagues to remain in the government, but the party found it diffi-
cult to establish an identity between the Finns and the mainstream centre-right
parties, and the Blue Reform failed to win any seats in the 2019 elections.

'Finland, a land of solutions, Strategic Programme of Prime Minister Juha Sipild’s Government, 29
May 2015. Government Publications 12/2015, accessed at http://valtioneuvosto.fi/en/sipila/govern
ment-programme on 28 February 2021.
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Under Halla-aho, the Finns have almost exclusively focused on immigration,
either directly, such as when speaking against asylum-seekers and multicultural-
ism, or more indirectly, such as when outlining that ‘wrong priorities [are] detri-
mental to the Finnish economy’.” During Soini’s leadership, the Finns were
socio-economically centrist or even centre-left, but Halla-aho has guided his
party in a more market-oriented direction. Halla-aho’s party remains anti-
establishment, but now most of this criticism concerns the ‘liberal’ immigration
policies of the mainstream parties. While there is no ‘cordon sanitaire’ against
Halla-aho’s party, at least the Green League and the Swedish People’s Party indi-
cated prior to the 2019 election that they would find it difficult to be in the same
government with the Finns Party. Halla-aho himself did not exclude government
participation, but his public posturing between 2017 and 2019 certainly implied
that joining the future coalition cabinet was not a priority. Overall, in comparison
with other European populist parties, the Finns Party has thus been less ideologi-
cally extreme, although Halla-aho has guided the party towards a more hardline
anti-immigration position (Wolinetz and Zaslove, 2018).

3. Empirical analysis

3.1 Parliamentary procedures and powers

We utilise three indicators for examining the potential impact of the Finns Party
on parliamentary procedures and on legislative—executive relations: changes to
standing orders, attempts to bypass the parliament and programmatic stances of
the party.

Amendments to the standing orders are prepared by the Speaker’s Council,
bringing together the Speaker, the Deputy Speakers and the committee chairper-
sons, and approved by the plenary with a majority of the votes following a report
from the Constitutional Law Committee. The current standing orders are from
2000, and no amendments were enacted from 2015 to 2017. Minor changes con-
cerning mainly committee work were accepted in 2018.” The standing orders are
normally amended consensually between the parties, and there is no evidence of
the Finns Party attempting to use its position to have any specific changes imple-
mented to the rules of procedure. Maria Lohela from the Finns Party served as
the Speaker of the Eduskunta from May 2015 to February 2018. The Speaker

2Vote Finland Back, The 2019 Eduskunta election programme of the Finns Party, accessed at https://
www.perussuomalaiset.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Eduskuntavaaliohjelma-2019_SU_In_English_
1.pdf on 28 February 2021.

’Eduskunnan tybjarjestys 17.12.1999/40 v. 2000, accessed at https://finlex.fi/fi/laki/ajantasa/2000/
20000040 on 28 February 2021.
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conducts parliamentary business and presides over plenary sessions, but Lohela
was not criticised for any misconduct during her tenure.

The Sipild government was committed to cutting ‘red tape’, getting rid of un-
necessary regulations and in general favouring leaner, more cost-effective admin-
istration. The coalition partners seemed to share this goal, and while Sipila
himself occasionally lost patience with sluggish decision-making, the government
did not attempt to circumvent the Eduskunta or otherwise intervene in the par-
liamentary handling of bills. The number of law proposals in 2015-2017 was es-
sentially the same as during previous electoral periods.* The governments have
few if any means of shortening the duration of committee scrutiny or the entire
legislative process that is codified in the constitution and in the standing orders.
Opverall, the Eduskunta has been unwelcoming to any attempts at either bypassing
it or failing to inform it properly.

It must be stressed that the Finns Party has at no stage been in the position to
alone amend the standing orders—and constitutional change would require a
two-third majority. The same applies to the government: the Finns Party minis-
ters did not question the standard operating mode of the cabinet. Moreover, its
coalition partners, the Centre and the National Coalition, are ideologically mod-
erate centre-right parties that have neither expressed any desire to alter the exist-
ing institutional rules. To analyse the Finns Party’s views on legislative—executive
relations, we consulted all programmes the party adopted between 1995 and
2019. Beyond accusations of elitist decision-making, party programmes are essen-
tially 100% policy documents, with no discussion of reforming the political
institutions.”

In fact, it can be argued that the procedural reforms implemented in the
1990s, and particularly the elevated status and spontaneity of plenary debates and
oral questions, served the interests of the populists. Apart from party leaders
Soini and Halla-aho using the floor actively, the Finns Party has systematically ac-
cused the ‘old parties’ of secretive and elitist politics. Hence, the increased open-
ness of parliamentary procedures both helps the party to spread its message and
makes Finnish politics more transparent. At the same time, the Finns Party
appears to have adjusted to the confidential exchanges in committees. Populist
MPs have not leaked information about the discussions nor has the Finns Party
demanded that committees should meet in public.

*Vuosina 1983-2019 vireilletulleet asiat valtiopaivittiin, accessed at https://www.eduskunta.fi/FI/valtio
paivaasiat/tilastojajaraportteja/Sivut/tilastoja-aiemmilta-valtiopaivilta.aspx on 28 February 2021.

>The programmes are available at Pohtiva—poliittisten ohjelmien tietovaranto, https://www.fsd.tuni.
fi/pohtiva/, and at the website of the Finns Party, accessed at https://www.perussuomalaiset.fi/tietoa-
meista/puolueohjelma/ on 28 February 2021.
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3.2 Plenary culture and issue attention

In June 2020, the Eduskunta decided that Juha Méienpaid, an MP of the Finns
Party, would not be prosecuted for inciting ethnic hatred in a speech he had de-
livered a year earlier in the chamber. Méenpii had likened asylum seekers to an
‘invasive species’, and the Constitutional Law Committee had recommended re-
moving Mienpad’s immunity. However, the vote fell short of the required fifth-
sixth majority: all Finns Party MPs together with the Christian Democrats and
some MPs from the National Coalition and the Centre voted against the pro-
posal. State prosecutor Raija Toiviainen was disappointed, viewing that the ‘mi-
nority voted to express their acceptance of racist hate speech’ and that Mienpai’s
speech had been ‘a racist and hurtful attack on human dignity’. Halla-aho con-
demned the attempt to lift Médenpdd’s immunity, stating bluntly that ‘this has
been shameful for this house and shameful for Finnish parliamentarism’.®

Also, several other populist MPs, primarily those belonging to the more anti-
immigration faction in the group, have tested the limits of acceptable language,
although mainly in their social media posts and blog texts. The Finns Party has
consistently defended freedom of expression, arguing that the liberal camp
should not try to silence debates about salient issues such as multiculturalism.
However, one must also be careful not to blame only the populists. For example,
several experienced MPs, including current and former Speakers, have expressed
concerns about the more adversarial speaking culture in the plenary, with repre-
sentatives using foul language or otherwise not behaving in line with accepted
norms. While the populists definitely have contributed to this change, the inter-
viewed former Speakers spoke about a general tendency among MPs.” Turning to
committees, their closed nature makes it impossible to examine the tone and con-
tent of the debates. Beyond increased contestation during the euro crisis in the
Grand Committee, the EU committee of the Eduskunta (Raunio, 2016), there is
no evidence of Finns Party MPs not conforming with the standard, confidential
practices of the committees.

Nor was there any real behavioural difference between ministers of the Finns
Party and their colleagues from the coalition partners. Finns’ ministers replied to
MPs’ questions and defended governmental policies in the usual fashion. This
may have been in part due to a selection effect, as Soini clearly picked more senior

®Parliament votes against lifting MP’s immunity from hate speech prosecution, Yle 26 June 2020,
accessed at https://yle.fi/uutiset/osasto/news/parliament_votes_against_lifting mps_immunity_from_
hate_speech_prosecution/11419693 on 28 February 2021.

"Hara, Jyrki, Eduskunnan entiset puhemiehet huolissaan politiikan kielenkiytosti: Some-torky tun-
keutuu suureen saliin—"“Paljon kirjistimistd ja huomion hakua”, Yle 3 September 2019, accessed at
https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-10950531 on 28 February 2021.
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Figure 1. Average number of speeches by party and term
Source: Legspeech (Rauh et al., 2017).

or moderate persons to serve in the cabinet. Given that Soini had publicly stated
the desire to lead his party to the government, it is not surprising that the Finns
Party wanted to prove its credentials and trustworthiness as a coalition partner.
But as mentioned in the previous section, the inevitable compromises in govern-
ment also paved the way for the subsequent ‘coup’ by Halla-aho.

Behaviour on the floor by Finns Party MPs provides further evidence of the
minor impact on plenary culture. Figure 1 displays the average number of
speeches delivered by MPs aggregated by party and divided into three periods.

When in opposition, populist MPs make extensive use of the plenary to chal-
lenge the cabinet, advancing their policy proposals, often in a hawkish way. This
activity was largely reduced between 2015 and 2017, with the number of speeches
falling below that of opposition MPs. In addition, when the Finns Party was in
government, we do not observe a significant increase in the total number of
speeches per term. This number has been growing since the implementation of
the constitutional reforms and participation of the Finns Party in the cabinet did
not alter the trend.

Turning to the question of issue attention and, more generally, of parliamen-
tary oversight, the effect of the Finns Party is more tangible. The electoral break-
through in 2011 led to a surge in written questions during the 2011-2015 term.
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Table 1. Number of written questions per term in the Eduskunta

2011-2015 2015-2017 2017-2019
Number of written questions 4047 1070 1178
Share of questions by the Finns Party (%) 20.5 30.3 14.8
Number of days in the (half-)term 1462 786 669

Finns’ MPs were more active than their colleagues in submitting written ques-
tions when in the opposition, but also during the two years the party was in gov-
ernment (Table 1). After leaving the cabinet, they remained very active
considering the size of the party group. With 8.5% of the seats, the Finns Party
MPs asked about 15% of the written questions during the 2017-2019 period.
Interestingly, the other two parties in the Sipild cabinet, the Centre (12.7% of the
total) and the National Coalition (10.1%) were less likely to submit written ques-
tions. Parliamentary questions are generally seen as an instrument for the opposi-
tion to challenge the cabinet (Russo and Wiberg, 2010), but our data show that
Finns Party MPs were also active when in government.

Examining written questions by topics between 2015 and 2019, it is difficult to
highlight a clear pattern (Figure 2). Just like in other parties, Finns’ MPs have a
very heterogeneous agenda. Immigration was the most important theme for the
Finns Party MPs, asking the majority of the questions on this topic. However,
populist MPs also focused on other topics, mainly health and social welfare. The
internal diversity of the party is thus evident in the issues raised in the Eduskunta.
Despite becoming more homogeneous after the 2017 split (grey bars), the agenda
remains diverse. Interestingly, the importance of immigration is decreasing.

This analysis of issue attention shows that the Finns Party did not really behave
differently from other party groups. The more diversity inside the party, the more
heterogeneous is the agenda. The fact that the Finns Party was particularly active
in questioning the government shows that it may contribute to strengthening the
role of the Eduskunta vis-a-vis the cabinet and may reinforce the control function
of parliament.

The tenuous boundaries between confrontational behaviour and respecting
rules are observed when taking a closer look at oral questions. They are specifi-
cally designed for the opposition to challenge the government and for raising
controversial or topical issues. The number of questions per session and the exact
schedule are set by the Speaker, but party groups are free to select the topics. Our
analyses show that the Finns Party finds this instrument highly useful for pushing
forward its core anti-immigration agenda. When in government, the Finns Party
MPs tabled only oral 14 questions. This number reaches 54 during the following
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Figure 2. Issue attention in written questions, 2015-2019. Each bar is the percentage of ques-
tions asked by the members of a party about a particular topic. Black bars are for the 2015-2017
period, and grey bars are for the 2017-2019 period. KD: Christian Democrats, Kesk: Center
Party, Kok: National Coalition, PS: The Finns Party, RKP: Swedish People’s party, SDP: Social
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Figure 3. Issue attention of Finns’ MPs in oral questions among (percentages)

period. Hence, the Finns Party seems to respect the rule that the question hour is
an instrument for the opposition. But when in opposition, the Finns Party does
not hesitate to raise controversial issues, notably immigration and EU (Figure 3).
The split in 2017, the election of Halla-aho as the new leader and strong anti-
immigration agenda are clearly observable in the oral questions. Immigration
and international affairs (that includes EU and euro crisis matters) feature in
roughly one-third of the questions.

This analysis of the behaviour of the Finns Party MPs has three main implica-
tions. Firstly, with the exception of hawkish stances, their plenary behaviour does
not differ noticeably from the other parties. Secondly, the Finns Party uses oral
questions for pushing forward their controversial anti-immigration agenda.
Here, we can see how the reforms to the parliamentary standing orders imple-
mented in the late 1990s clearly benefit the populists. And thirdly, through their
active profile in drafting written questions on various topics, the Finns Party MPs
strengthen the oversight function of the parliament.

4. Concluding discussion

Our analysis clearly shows that by and large the populist MPs have adjusted to
the rules of the house. Establishing causal mechanisms is obviously difficult, but
the Eduskunta is a highly institutionalised legislature, and there is no support
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inside the parliament for changing its working habits—and the populists cannot
alone implement changes. Nor is there any evidence of the Finns Party during its
brief tenure in the government attempting to alter the balance of power between
the legislature and the executive. Office-seeking motivations also mattered, with
Soini underlining the need for his party to behave responsibly. The Finns Party is
overall supportive of the existing political institutions and the general principles
of representative democracy. Its supporters tend to favour a stronger role for the
president, but this is not part of the party’s agenda.

But while the populists have not impacted parliamentary procedures, they
have certainly brought more contestation to the chamber. There is an overall crit-
ical and even hawkish stance towards the government and the mainstream par-
ties, particularly in the plenary—and even more so outside the parliament in the
media—where the Finns Party has not hesitated to unleash strongly worded
attacks against the political establishment. Through the rise of populism, the par-
liamentary and overall political culture has definitely become more adversarial.

The analysis showed the internal heterogeneity of the party group, with the
Finns Party also contributing to the oversight function of the parliament through
their active use of parliamentary questions. The various wings of the party were
evident in the written questions, with some MPs focusing on healthcare and wel-
fare issues, some on small businesses and others on immigration, law and order,
and the EU. In terms of issue representation, the parliamentary policy agenda of
populist MPs is, therefore, diverse. Moreover, the different profiles of Soini and
Halla-aho were clearly visible in the agenda and behaviour of the Finns Party in
the Eduskunta. After Halla-aho became the party leader, attention shifted
strongly towards immigration in oral questions. And there is proof that following
his return to the Eduskunta after the 2019 elections, Halla-aho has become the
central figure of the party in the plenary and that the Finns Party continues to fo-
cus predominantly on immigration, particularly during question time.®

The insights from our research design could be used in guiding future re-
search. Populists may not change how legislatures work and may not even want
to do so, but they can nonetheless impact the parliamentary agenda and culture.
It is, therefore, important to examine potential changes in parliamentary dis-
courses, styles of communication and representation, or how committees func-
tion. At the same time, it is crucial to pay attention to the internal heterogeneity
of populist parties. Populist parties are often leader-centric, but behind hawkish
party chairs, there can be more constructive MPs whose agenda and behaviour
hardly differs from the MPs of the ‘old parties’.

®Tikka, Juha-Pekka, Eduskunnan kyselytunti on nyt PS : n kyselytunti maahanmuutosta,
Verkkouutiset, accessed at https://www.verkkouutiset.fi/eduskunnan-kyselytunti-on-nyt-psn-kysely
tunti-maahanmuutosta/#6a47a982 on 15 November 2019.
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