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NATIONAL PARLIAMENT AS A GLOBAL INSTITUTION 

Pertti Alasuutari  

 

ABSTRACT 

Purpose – The chapter analyses national parliaments as a global institution. It discusses 

how the current world order comprising national legislatures evolved, how the 

parliaments work, and how they form a global network or field in that there is a travel of 

ideas and information between them. It shows that in their structures and practices, 

legislatures are very similar. As a key aspect of this global institution, the chapter 

concentrates on examining legislative practices as rituals, which contribute to 

sanctifying parliaments and legitimating political rule. 

Findings – The chapter points out that in addition to the sanctity of rational, evidence-

based reasoning embodied in the authority of science, speakers observe rules that 

honor and sanctify three principles: national sovereignty, parliamentarians’ 

independence, and the common good. 

Originality/Value – Despite an abundant field of parliamentary studies, national 

parliament as a global institution has been largely glossed over. Furthermore, there are 

studies on festive parliamentary ceremonies, but the regular practices have not been 

studies as rituals with globally shared sacred principles. 
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INTRODUCTION 

As an institution that each sovereign country is expected to have, national parliament 

has become established as a self-evident global standard in a relatively short time 

span. Well until the early 20th century, autocratic regimes openly rejected the thought of 

having a legislative body representing the people, not to speak of granting legislative 

power to the subjects of colonies that Western empires had seized the world over. 

Currently, however, every single member of the United Nations (UN) has a national 

parliament of sorts. But unlike it was framed in a book published by the Inter-

Parliamentary Union (Jain, 1993), this development can hardly be celebrated as a 

triumph of democracy. Many national parliaments have only a symbolic, consultative 

role, and even if others have decision-making power, governments have diminishing 

control over the world economy and national economic life (Archer, 2012; Carnoy, 2001; 

Dasgupta, 2018). Yet legislatures are important in the modern world: they contribute to 

legitimating power, naturalize the nation-state as the component part of world society, 

and serve as switchboards in global governance and travel of ideas. 

 It is also remarkable that as organizations, national legislative bodies are highly 

uniform in their structures and practices. They emulate one another at every level: 

architecture of the buildings, procedures followed in processing draft laws, and modes 

of argument for or against a proposal. Even the phrases that must be uttered at different 

stages of a floor session can be copied verbatim from those of another parliament. 

 Considering national parliaments’ special role in world society, it is surprising 

that this global isomorphism has attracted so little attention. Many studies on 

parliaments concentrate on analyzing how a particular issue was debated in one or 

more countries or how different groups, for instance women, are represented in a 
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parliament. Holistic reviews on the world’s parliaments, in turn, typically comprise ways 

to identify dimensions by which to recognize differences between them. The long 

tradition of comparative research has focused on the “Mezey question:” how much 

policy-making power a legislature has (Arter, 2006; Mezey, 1979). Assessing how well 

parliaments fulfill their democratic ideal has been such a self-evident perspective that 

national parliament as an institution has been largely glossed over. 

 Drawing on the research we have conducted from the 2000s onward, (see e.g. 

Alasuutari, 2016; Alasuutari, 2025; Alasuutari, Rautalin, and Tyrkkö, 2019; Pi Ferrer and 

Alasuutari, 2019; Qadir, 2014; Syväterä, Rautalin, and Kustán Magyari, 2021; Tiaynen-

Qadir, Qadir, and Alasuutari, 2018; Vähä-Savo, 2020), in this chapter I discuss the 

national parliament from a neoinstitutionalist perspective. Apart from discussing how 

modern legislatures evolved as copies of one another, this chapter concentrates on 

examining legislative practices as rituals, which contribute to sanctifying parliaments 

and legitimating political rule. 

 In addition to resorting to existing research, the descriptions of parliamentary 

practices are based on and illustrative examples of forms of talk picked from the 

parliamentary debates dataset that we have collected and coded over the years in the 

Tampere Research Group for Cultural and Political Sociology (TCuPS). It comprises 

transcriptions of “second readings” of bills or “draft laws” from the legislatures of 14 

countries: Argentina, Australia, Canada, Chile, Finland, Kenya, Mexico, Portugal, 

Russia, Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, Uganda, United Kingdom, and USA. From each 

country, a sample of floor debates was collected from the years 1994 to 2013. The 

sampling technique applied can be characterized as stratified random sampling: the 

cases selected are divided as evenly as possible between both years and policy areas. 
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These fourteen countries represent substantial variation regarding their economy, level 

of technological development, and institutionalization of democracy. The number of 

debates collected from each country is roughly 120 or a little more. Altogether, the 

dataset contains 1677 debates, whose length in estimated speaking time varies from 5 

minutes to a little over 16 hours; the mean length is a little more than two hours. 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: NEOINSTITUTIONALISM AND RITUAL THEORY 

In sociological institutionalism, copying models from others within an organizational 

field is typically explained by the need and willingness to conform to standards that 

others have already adopted. According to the seminal text by Meyer and Rowan (1977) 

formal structures are copied from others because actors believe that they make the 

functioning of the organization more efficient. And even if the decision-makers know 

that the model does not deliver what it promises, they will enact it anyhow because 

commonly adopted standards make the organization look appropriate in the 

organizational field (see also DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Dobbin, Simmons, and 

Garrett, 2007). 

 This perspective has been applied to studying the spread of all manner of state 

structures and policies. The global spread of for instance mass education (Meyer, 

Ramirez, and Soysal, 1992), human rights standards (Cole, 2005; Hafner-Burton and 

Tsutsui, 2005; Hafner-Burton, Tsutsui, and Meyer, 2008), women’s rights (Lerch, 

Schofer, Frank, and Longhofer, 2020; Ramirez, Soysal, and Shanahan, 1997), markets, 

democracy and neoliberalism (Simmons, Dobbin, and Garrett, 2008), and 

environmental policy standards (Frank, Hironaka, and Schofer, 2000; Longhofer, 

Schofer, Miric, and Frank, 2016) have been studied. The abundant body of research 
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shows that conformism is, indeed, a key motive. Statistical analyses show that national 

memberships in international governmental and non-governmental organizations (IGOs 

and INGOs) promoting a model best predict its diffusion pattern. Consequently, states 

enact models that can fit poorly into their current needs, which results in decoupling or 

loose coupling of policy and practice as well as means and ends (Bromley and Powell, 

2012). 

 Existing research has identified the global spread of models also in 

governmental structures. The usual ministries go by the same names the world over, 

and when states invent novel ones, many others follow suit. This has been the case with 

the global spread of ministries of science and technology (Jang, 2000, 2003) and 

ministries of culture (Alasuutari and Kangas, 2020). 

 Surprisingly, though, the global spread of national parliament as an institution 

has been largely ignored. Yet it is obvious that emulation is a key feature in the evolution 

and spread of parliamentary models, too. Early modern parliaments copied structures 

from one another and applied the theories of Enlightenment thinkers Montesquieu, 

Rousseau, and Locke (Luengo and Dalmau, 2018; Sarasola, 2016). 

 When considering the current 193 UN member states, the majority of them are 

products of external state formation (Tilly, 1992, p. 195), originally created by colonizers 

as territories subsumed under their rule. Therefore, the administrative structures, often 

including some kind of legislative council, were inherited by the local political leaders 

when a colony became an independent country. Although one would assume that the 

independence activists would demolish the colonial structures and create their own 

forms of government, former colonies typically retained the old ones. Take the example 

of the British Empire. As Christian Müller (2018, p. 58) states: “Today many former 
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British colonies, whether they were colonies of white settlement or nonwhite 

dependencies, have systems of government that strongly resemble the parliamentary 

system first developed in Britain over three centuries ago.” The same applies to former 

colonies of other colonial powers. 

 Emulating others is not confined to the parliamentary systems; the procedures, 

forms of talk, and ceremonial practices observed in national legislatures are also very 

similar, typically modelled on those performed in other countries. In sociological 

institutionalism such conformism is interpreted as a sign of forms decoupling from their 

alleged functions, so that practices become merely ceremonial (Boyle and Meyer, 1998; 

Meyer and Rowan, 1977). I argue, however, that such a view of ceremony as pretension 

misses an important point. Rather than only manifesting people’s compliance with 

externally legitimated rules, those formal rules constitute parliamentary practices as 

rituals that also contribute to legitimating the institution in question. Coupled with the 

way national parliaments utilize the general deference for parliament by emulating one 

another, it is the constant repetition of invariant practices in parliamentary business 

that sanctifies national parliaments and homogenizes the practices and discourses in 

the global political field. 

 In its broadest meaning, rituals have been considered as an integral part of 

everyday life, including the tacit rules of politeness people follow in social encounters 

(Goffman, 1955, 1967). In this instance, however, I am only interested in ritual behavior: 

instances in which actors observe inscribed rules (Ferraris, 2013) in public contexts. 

Such ritual behavior can be found both in public ceremonies and in various instances of 

institutional interaction (Arminen, 2005; Drew and Heritage, 1992). 



 

 7 

 In the literature on rituals, scholars often focus on public ceremonies, such as 

a funeral or coronation of a monarch: instances characterized by ritual behavior. In 

these events, participants are typically aware that the stylized forms of conduct carry a 

symbolic function, underlining the extraordinariness of the occasion. In that respect 

they differ from such instances of institutional interaction that are not conventionally 

considered as rituals because the inscribed rules observed are only considered as the 

appropriate way to perform the practical function of the activity. For instance, the codes 

of conduct observed in courts of law are meant to guarantee that justice is done. I 

suggest, however, that we do not need to draw a distinction between public ceremonies 

and other rule-governed occasions. In both instances, action is stylized, formalized, 

rule-governed and invariant (Bell, 1997; Bloch, 1989). Such behavior in institutional 

settings sets an occasion apart from ordinary interaction, giving it special meaning. 

Therefore, designers commonly add elements of ritual behavior to public ceremonies 

and instances of institutional interaction. They also copy elements such as music, 

symbols and bodily gestures that have worked well in other ceremonies and can 

therefore be expected to create an emotional bond between the ceremony and what it 

stands for. Organizations also borrow practices codified by their peer organizations. 

 Parliamentary business entails both public ceremonies and regular rule-

governed occasions. In their public ceremonies, legislatures commonly emulate their 

counterparts in other countries. For example, the ritual marking the opening of the daily 

parliamentary session performed in the Myanmar Parliament mimics the corresponding 

ritual in the British House of Commons (Egreteau, 2020). Some other ceremonies 

emulate those of other formal institutions. Observed in several parliaments across the 

globe, the oath of affirmation signifying that a new member will accept the regulations 
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and procedures of the house and respect its authority is a case in point: it imitates oats 

giving in courts of law (Wilding and Laundy, 1972, pp. 503-504). 

 As to other rule-governed occasions, they are the bread and butter of 

practically all parliamentary business. Behavior is strictly codified by procedures 

followed and by rules that actors must observe. The standing orders of several 

parliaments state what phrases the chair and other key actors utter at different stages 

of a session, and how fellow parliamentarians are addressed. The forms of talk and 

interaction imposed on parliamentarians are quite similar the world over. The “British 

world” parliaments comprising former British colonies are particularly uniform, but 

there are also other groups of countries that share alike parliamentary practices. And 

even if the wording in an occasion is unique to a country, it is always the same. 

 The rule-governed conduct expected of parliamentarians underlines and 

constructs respect for the national parliament as an institution and for the principles 

policymakers are expected to honor in national political life. It can be said that the ritual 

conduct marks the key principles sacred, setting them apart from profane things and 

instances. Consequently, the performative, ritual aspect of parliamentary practices 

contributes to legitimating political rule. 

 The respect and awe for the parliament and what it stands for is built on several 

bases  (cf. Weber, 2019, pp. 341-342). The global isomorphism of legislative structures 

naturalizes them as guaranteeing rational and fair decision-making procedures. The 

design of the venue and the formal conduct signal to the actors and spectators that this 

is not just any mundane business. The fact that the codes of conduct are identical with 

or similar to those followed in other national parliaments, allegedly dating back a long 
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time, consecrate the performances and make the procedures seem self-evident 

features of a legislative body.  

 Although central to parliamentary business, ritual conduct is only one face of 

politics. As Émile Durkheim (1995) points out, sacred objects are set apart from 

mundane, profane everyday life by people performing ritual practices when 

approaching or being in contact with them. This applies equally to special places, 

persons, contexts, and ideas, to which people pay respect. For instance, the deference 

for persons in high positions is expressed by standing at a distance, taking special 

precautions in approaching them, and using a language and gestures that differ from 

those that will do for ordinary mortals (1995, p. 215). The same applies to ideas: 

 

When a belief is shared unanimously by a people, to touch it—that is, to deny or 

question it—is forbidden, for the reasons already stated. The prohibition against 

critique is a prohibition like any other and proves that one is face to face with a 

sacred thing. (Durkheim, 1995, p. 215) 

 

In organizational contexts like parliamentary business, this division into sacred and 

profane things can be associated with the distinction between frontstage and backstage 

(Goffman, 1959). The codes of conduct consecrating and marking sacred principles are 

observed in frontstage contexts, whereas different rules apply to backstage encounters. 

That is, planning the strategies by which a group can pursue their interests, bargaining 

with other groups, and agreeing on how to present and justify the deal made are 

prepared in backstage encounters. 



 

 10 

 However, it must be noted that quite like different objects, persons, or contexts 

possess varying degrees of sacredness or mana (Durkheim, 1995), contexts cannot be 

simply divided into public and private. The frontstage-backstage categorization must be 

understood as a continuum of nested occasions, wherein more private and informal 

meetings function as backstage preparation for the next level, all the way up to the most 

festive plenary sessions. Besides, there is variation as to how institutionalized different 

backstage settings are. Following Goffman’s (1959, pp. 141-143) typology of secrets, 

there are meetings whose occurrence is known and whose minutes are publicized. 

There are also meetings whose contents and decisions taken are partially or entirely 

treated as strategic secrets, which are revealed to others only when the planned action 

is consummated. Party group or subgroup meetings typically represent this category. 

Third, there are dark secrets, like secret agreements whose existence is also kept 

secret. 

 

MANAGING THE SACRED PRINCIPLES OF POLICYMAKING IN PARLIAMENTARY 

BUSINESS 

The varying degrees of publicity in legislative business stems from internal tensions in 

the institutional positions of both national parliaments and parliamentarians. As to the 

national assembly, its internal strain arises from its official position as an embodiment 

of national sovereignty, although each country is embedded in a network of 

interdependencies. Similarly, in their work parliamentarians are expected to express 

their own views freely and not to take orders from anyone. But to advance their 

objectives, legislators also need to form coalitions and impose party discipline on the 

members, which compromises their independence and personal integrity. Furthermore, 
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the acts of parliament are expected to serve the common good and the interest of the 

whole nation, but politicians and political parties also represent different stakeholders 

and sectors of society. Hence, in frontstage talks, in addition to the sanctity of rational, 

evidence-based reasoning embodied in the authority of science, speakers observe rules 

that honor and sanctify three principles: national sovereignty, parliamentarians’ 

independence, and the common good. 

 

National Sovereignty 

To understand the way in which national legislatures respond to real or potential 

pressures from outside or inside the country, we need to see them as nodes in the 

international system instituted on the principle that the world is organizationally flat. 

That is, nation-states do not take orders from a supreme organ such as a world 

government. On the other hand, in retaining their status as formally sovereign actors, 

states are dependent on the recognition of other states, which creates isomorphic 

pressures. Legislatures symbolize and perform national independence in the 

interdependent world, which is evident in ceremonial forms of discourse. This 

institutional order of the entire world was finalized in the latter part of the 20th century. 

 The little less than 200 nation-states comprise huge differences in terms of 

size, resources, and wealth of the population. Although strong, resourceful countries 

can influence weaker ones by making undesired choices unpleasant for them, there 

have been no administrative hierarchies between states since the breaking of colonial 

empires. The same is true of international law, treaties, and organizations, and the 

entire UN system with its specialized agencies. The international community can use 

various means to influence a deviant state—impose economic and other sanctions, 
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even use military force—but national governments and parliaments are given advice 

rather than orders and forcing them happens discreetly behind closed doors. Formally, 

national parliaments are expected and required to take the final decisions of their own 

free will. 

 The formation of the UN system based on the principle of national sovereignty 

was modelled on the role that science and expertise assumed in policymaking in 

several countries from the early 19th century onward (see e.g. Bulmer, 2015; Farran, 

Gallen, Hendry, and Rautenbach, 2015; Fourcade, 2006; Hankins, 1985). An expanding 

state administration and a growing knowledge elite (Birnbaum, 1971) counterbalanced 

the concept of popular sovereignty defined in several national constitutions. Rather 

than giving commands, experts influenced decision making by presenting authoritative 

descriptions of society and recommendations of best ways to solve its problems. With 

the UN system and other IGOs, the production of knowledge used to consult national 

decision-making became increasingly international. 

 Observing this principle leads to problems when states negotiate international 

agreements. It is typically the national government or its representatives who negotiate 

an international agreement with their counterparts, but the national legislatures are 

expected to enact the necessary legislation that gives domestic effect to that treaty. 

This means that instead of the parties that close the deal, it is the parliamentarians of a 

country who debate whether to accept the proposed legislation as it stands or, say, 

revise it to make it acceptable to majority. Likewise, since the national legislature is 

typically considered as the sovereign legal authority, it can also change or repeal 

existing laws, including those that ratify international treaties. 
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 In the interdependent world, the de facto leeway that a national state has of 

course depends on its economic and other resources, but the principle of formal 

sovereignty is so important that politicians avoid wording the situation in such a way 

that the parliament is forced to do something. Proposed decisions are presented as 

voluntary choices, serving the national interest. The cases in which a government needs 

to negotiate a loan from the World Bank are prime examples. In such instances 

ministers assure the listeners that the government has internalized the goals of the 

conditions attached to the loan, pointing out that the program is in the interest of the 

nation, not just a means to get external funding. 

 If external coercion is too plainly visible, it is considered embarrassing, 

compromising national sovereignty. To save face, all actors involved want such issues 

handled in backstage negotiations. For example, in a floor discussion an MP of the 

Parliament of Uganda suggests that the laws needed to fulfill the conditions required by 

IMF on a loan should be drafted in collaboration with the money lenders behind the 

scenes: 

 

I would suggest that in future where we are enacting laws that the IMF and the 

World Bank and any other partners, are interested to be in, we should perhaps 

show them the Draft Bill, so that we negotiate with them on those Clauses which 

they do not particularly like, so that when the Minister comes here we 

incorporate them in the law, so that we are not seen by the whole world that 

every time we make a law and IMF thought we have made a bad law we come 

here and enact another one again. I think it is much better that we negotiate 

behind the scenes and we accept what they require and then enact a law which 
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they accept rather than come here with series of amendments. (Parliament of 

the Republic of Uganda, 1994) 

 

External coercion on national states’ policies can also be handled by ignoring it in 

frontstage contexts. The “European Semester,” a policy tool introduced in 2012 which 

sets EU Member States annual country-specific recommendations regarding national 

budgets, is one example. An analysis of budgetary debates in Finland, France and Spain 

in 2013 shows that although the economic policies and proposals were very much in 

line with the recommendations, no MP mentioned the binding instructions when 

formulating their justifications for policies (Rautajoki and Pi Ferrer, 2022). If the 

existence of external pressure is public knowledge, in public parliamentary debates 

ministers can downplay its role, stressing that they have chosen the proposed policies 

of their own free will in the interest of the nation. Then again, when addressing the 

public via the media, the same politicians can depoliticize their decisions by arguing 

that that we have no choice (Pi Ferrer and Rautajoki, 2020). 

 As these examples illustrate, the face of parliaments as sovereign agents is 

maintained by separating frontstage discourse from what happens in backstage 

instances. It does not mean that the existence of the latter would be denied, but too 

obvious signs of their effects on what happens in public are condemned as improper or 

“unparliamentary”. 

 

Parliamentarians’ Independence 
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The ideal image depicts politicians as citizens driven by a belief in a political program on 

how to build an ideal society. Yet it is acknowledged that politicians also represent the 

partial interests of their electorate on which they are dependent for re-election. It is also 

common knowledge that to meet their goals in politics, politicians need to make 

compromises: give acceptance to details in larger policy packages in return for support 

for their own objectives from other political groups or sections within their own party. 

Such bargaining is even considered the core of the art of politics (Lebow, 1996). These 

contradictory expectations and requirements are managed by the institutionalized 

division into backstage negotiations and frontstage performances. 

 The need to make deals as part of legislative business is institutionalized in 

various ways. To be reliable partners, parties need to ensure that MPs vote in line with 

deals made. Consequently, parties impose discipline on their members, controlled by 

special “party whips” that ensure uniform behavior. This means that in some issues, 

individuals must vote against their conscience, or promises they have made to their 

electorate. 

 The existence of backstage negotiations and deals are well-known to the 

politicians and to the public, which is also evident in frequent references to them in 

frontstage contexts. Discussions on backstage business mainly concern two issues: 

information on their contents and who took part in the private discussions. 

 There are various ways in which parliaments try to institutionalize rules about 

what happens backstage. Rules about companies, associations, or individuals raising 

money for electoral campaigns is one example. Controlling lobbying is another one. 

From the 1990s onward, several countries and organizations have made laws or 

published codes of good conduct regarding lobbying (Council of Europe, 2017; OECD, 
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2021). To ward off suspicion of corruption, some countries require lobbyists to be 

registered and keep public record of their appointments with parliamentarians. Meeting 

with other than registered lobbyists may then be put in question. 

 The concept of integrity invoked in such instances depicts the ideal that a 

parliamentarian acts in line with her conviction about what is the right thing to do and 

what is good for her electorate and for the country. When deals are made inside the 

government and members of parliament supporting it are tied by party discipline to 

honor those deals even when some details may be unpleasant for them, members of 

the opposition may accuse them of compromising their integrity. 

 Another frequently used concept, transparency, does not mean that the 

backstage discussions are disclosed; it may mean that the existence of private 

meetings or the resulting communiqués are publicized. For instance, in Finland the 

parties forming a coalition government prepare and publicize the government’s 

program. However, in addition to the official document, the parties may make additional 

agreements that are not publicized. If such agreements are leaked, the opposition will 

criticize the government for secrecy, as is the case in the following extract. 

 

Honored President! As regards this initiative and financial aid for students, next 

week a more thorough discussion will take place in the parliament on the fact 

that the government concealed an attachment to the government program that 

has a very great importance when evaluating the government program’s 

expenditure side. It wasn't enough that the government withheld this document 

that it should have definitely made public, but the government initially also 

denied the existence of the entire document. Why did the government conceal 
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and why did the government deny? The government, of course concealed this 

attachment, this secret supplementary protocol, because the beautiful words of 

the government program promise more than the cold numbers of this 

attachment, and financial aid for students and its development is an excellent 

example. (Eduskunta, 2003, p. 5) 

 

When transparency of policymaking is called into question, the critics’ point is to raise 

doubt about the real motives behind the government’s decisions and, hence, the 

reasons for the secrecy. The critics may, for instance, argue that the government paints 

a rosy picture of its program by keeping secret facts that would reveal it. Actors may also 

be suspected of corrupt relationships with stakeholders. Secrecy can also be criticized 

on the basis that the critics were not invited to negotiations that took place within a 

small circle. Critics do not necessarily demand that settling an agreement should have 

been made in public; the question is, who should be invited to the discussions and is 

the information given about them correct and sufficient. In all these cases, politicians 

raise doubts about immoral motives behind their colleagues’ acts and views, whereas 

the suspects present themselves as virtuous characters. 

 

The Common Good 

As the key institution of national legislatures, the plenary is commonly hailed as the 

ideal setting for democratic will-formation in which no relevant argument is suppressed 

or excluded by the participants and no force except that of the better argument is 

exerted (Habermas, 1984a, 1984b; Rawls, 1971). MPs maintain this ideal picture of floor 

debates by observing rules determining appropriate conduct. The most important rule is 
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that proposals for a decision are defended and criticized by appealing to the common 

good. In most cases, actors appeal to the interest of the nation, its wealth and 

wellbeing, but speakers can sometimes allude to the common good of the entire 

humankind. 

 Knowing that there are opposing views on an issue, legislators can be quite 

eloquent to instill a feeling of solidarity toward all members of a united nation. 

 

It is time for our nation, Chile that is heading towards its bicentennial, to 

recognize itself as a multi-ethnic, multi-racial State, and just as it is done today 

through this bill on the [creation of a ] coastal maritime space [for indigenous 

peoples], continue advancing in matters such as the protection of land and 

water, often polluted and used or registered in a speculative way; to continue 

advancing in the constitutional recognition of the original peoples. And since 

today we have heard that there is enough unanimity in the speeches, let's move 

towards the ratification of ILO Convention 169. (República de Chile, 2007, p. 19) 

 

The rule that speakers’ opinions must be formulated as defending shared interests and 

values puts constraints on the forms of talk, but it still leaves latitude to a plethora of 

discourses that bend into expressing opposite views on the issues. Typically, actors 

appeal to the interest of the nation as an imagined community by juxtaposing “us” with 

other nations. Employing the modernization discourse means that policies are justified 

by comparisons and rankings. The nation can be depicted as “lagging behind” or being a 

world leader. The state competition discourse motivates policy decisions by a 

conception of a zero-sum game, in which one nation’s success is the failure of another 
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one, resulting for instance in the outsourcing of production and jobs and hence in 

decreasing wealth and increasing poverty (Alasuutari, 2016). 

 Appealing to the interests of the nation does not rule out talk about partial 

interests or differences in wealth and wellbeing among various sectors of society. It only 

means that existing differences are explained by appealing to fairness (for example, that 

successful entrepreneurs have earned their high income) or that new benefits to a 

subgroup are justified by the goal to improve equality or, say, realization of human rights 

principles. Another way to allude to the views of their own constituency is to present it 

as a miniature picture of the nation. This gives a speaker more legitimacy to say that 

they know what the nation wants and thinks. 

 

Canada Post is a very large institution. It is one of the largest employers in 

Canada. It has one of the largest retail networks in Canada. It provides services 

to Canadians from coast to coast to coast. Some would argue that it is indeed a 

Canadian icon. I would argue that in rural communities in my constituency there 

is no federal institution that is more important to my constituents than Canada 

Post. That is why this government is taking positive action for Canadians. 

(Parliament of Canada, 2007) 

 

Honoring the ideal of parliament as a site for deliberative democracy entails that 

bargaining in the floor debates is not considered appropriate, because that would imply 

that legislators pursue partial interests instead of the interest of the whole nation. This 

also means that in the floor debates, force-based threats are inadmissible. Allusions to 

threats do exist, but normally they are expressed indirectly by turning them into 
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warnings: speakers escape their personal responsibility by agentless talk (Alasuutari, 

Luomanen, and Peteri, 2013; Kurri and Wahlstrom, 2001). Instead of saying, “If you do X. 

I shall punish you by doing Y,” a politician can say, “If you do X, you will bring about Y” 

(Elster, 1998, p. 103). 

 Although forms of talk in public plenary debates are constrained by rules that 

underline the deference of the institution, the codes of conduct do not exclude the 

expression of emotions on the side of argumentation based on facts, figures, and 

appeals to expert knowledge. Quite the contrary; plenary talks arouse, work on, and 

appeal to passions. In a big gathering, it is not possible to pursue a complex argument. 

Besides, in plenary sessions legislators address their words to the public via the media 

coverage. The publicity of floor debates can be utilized for “grandstanding,” 

“advertising,” “position taking,” and “credit claiming” (Mayhew, 2004; Slapin, Kirkland, 

Lazzaro, Leslie, and O’Grady, 2018). The same performative character of plenary 

debates is true of the European Parliament. As Roger (2016, p. 267) notes: “Decisions 

are made before the plenary debate, with the intent of justifying the decisions to the 

public. Arguments have already been exchanged, and representatives have little chance 

to convince their colleagues to follow their position.” 

 In addressing the public in ways that arouse passion, actors either praise 

government policy or a new move about how it will rectify the mistakes and 

shortcomings of existing policy, criticize the opponents for wrong choices, or question 

the opponents’ base motives. In any case, legislators present themselves as defenders 

of the common good, raising a spirit of solidarity, condemning partial interests, and 

striving for a better future for the nation. 
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CONCLUSION 

As described above, the key principles to which politicians appeal when they defend 

their views or criticize those of their opponents are the same in all national parliaments. 

Such isomorphism of political discourse and its key vocabulary go even further when we 

consider the different ideological stances on which different groupings ground their 

views. That is, part of the globalization of politics, political parties have become 

permanent links between the government and the people, and the standardization of 

alternative political ideologies has created a transnational discursive field within which 

political tactics spread worldwide. Along with the formation of political parties, political 

actors’ views, values, and beliefs about society have also institutionalized into a 

transnational vocabulary and a field of persistent discourses, comprising terms such as 

conservatism, liberalism, socialism, and communism (Palonen, 2020; Stråth, 2013). 

The formation of a global political field has also meant that whenever a new kind of 

political ideology has emerged and gained popularity somewhere in the world, political 

entrepreneurs have copied the idea and tried a similar program in other countries 

(Pridham, 2014; Wikipedia, 2024). And the worldwide isomorphism regarding political 

parties is not restricted to ideologies. The existence of several parties struggling for 

power in a national legislature has also become such a self-evident marker of proper 

parliamentary democracy that also autocratic regimes “simulate” it. For example, 

Putin's administration and the ruling United Russia party use a managed democracy 

approach to keep up an appearance of political pluralism (Wikipedia, 2022). 

 As a part and corollary of all this structural and discursive homogeneity, policy 

models also circulate between national parliaments. Politicians defend their views and 

criticize those of others by referring to policies enacted in other countries and to the 
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international community in general. Policymakers reference, say, international 

comparisons and rankings (Rautalin, 2018; Rautalin and Alasuutari, 2007; Takayama, 

2008; Vähä-Savo, 2020), other countries or reference groups as examples (Alasuutari et 

al., 2019; Pi Ferrer, Alasuutari, and Tervonen-Gonçalves, 2018; Vähä-Savo, 2020); and 

widely spread catchwords or catchphrases (Alasuutari, 2016; Qadir and Alasuutari, 

2013, pp. 130-144). As a consequence, countries do not adopt the same policies, even 

though their choices may be very similar. Which states a country emulates depends on 

its reference group, and groups of countries may respond in opposite ways. But even 

when that is the case, they react to the same stimuli: major global events and states’ or 

other actors’ responses to them. It can be said that national policies are synchronized. 

 The role legislatures play in deciding about national policies varies 

considerably, but they have an important role in legitimating political rule. Decisions 

can be prepared and taken behind the scenes, but the floor sessions provide the 

policymakers the forum for the important performative aspect of politics. Maarten Hajer 

(2009, pp. 60-75) suggests that present-day political processes can be considered as a 

sequence of staged performances, in which actors strive to construct political issues in 

ways that affect opinion formation and decision making. Furthermore, as pointed out in 

this chapter, the ritual nature of frontstage parliamentary conduct contributes to 

consecrating governance. Sufficient popular support of public policies is not something 

that is needed only in democratic countries. Even authoritarian regimes need to ensure 

external support for their rule, which relies partly on military strength, partly on a belief 

in the legitimacy of authority within the population.   
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