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Abstract

Political conflicts arise out of, or are at least nourished by, divisions and tensions in society
over how resources are distributed between citizens and social groups. In the parliamentary
arena, these conflicts are manifested by political parties representing the interests of their
voters. However, even though we may agree that political conflicts are essential for politics
and democratic systems, there is no consensus on what political conflicts are, what causes
conflict and what their effects are. This thesis develops a theoretical framework for political
conflicts that is productive in relation to studying causes and effects of political conflicts in
local governments. A multi-method approach is applied in the studies. The first three papers
and a literature review that is included in the introductory text focus on causes of political
conflicts. The literature review, as well as the first paper, centres on structural and organisa-
tional explanations. The literature review focuses on the research question: How did Swedish
local governments develop into party politicised forms of government, with the first paper
dealing with the research question: What are the causes of political conflicts identified by
earlier scholars and what effects do they have on local politics? The second paper focuses
solely on organisational explanations and examines the research question: How does the
organisation of political systems affect how and where political conflicts are expressed? The
third paper uses explanations at the individual level and deals with the research question: How
do ideology, partisanship and trust affect how political conflicts are perceived? The fourth and
final paper focuses on the effects of conflicts and answers the research question: To what
extent does party political conflicts affect the influence of political leaders? The findings
show that there are at least two forms of political conflict of relevance for parliamentary
arenas — political dissent and antagonistic behaviour — and that it is important to distinguish
between them. They have different characteristics, are caused by different factors and produce
different effects. Manifestations of political dissent clarify differences between political actors
and are thus of great importance to a democratic system. However, an overinflated amount of
antagonistic and disrespectful behaviour, on the other hand, will create a problematic political
working environment. When antagonism turns ugly, democratic institutions and the actors
working within them may lose their legitimacy.
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