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Abstract 
Chantal Mouffe is one of the most discussed political theorists of recent years. 
One of her most important theoretical contributions is her critique of deli-
berative democracy for its inability to think the political in terms of antagon-
ism and dissensus. The aim of this paper is therefore to examine to what ex-
tent Mouffe’s theory of democracy, which she calls “agonistic pluralism” and 
which she proposes as an alternative to deliberative democracy, can be used 
to think about the role of the parliamentary institution in a democratic polity. 
To this end, we mobilize a qualitative method based on the realisation of fif-
teen semi-structured interviews in order to analyze the case of the Walloon 
Parliament, with the aim of showing how democratic parliamentarism realiz-
es the staging of the antagonism which, according to Mouffe, founds the do-
main of the political1. 
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1. Introduction 

Deliberative democracy states that “it is a necessary condition for attaining legi-
timacy and rationality with regard to collective decision making processes in a 
polity, that the institutions of this polity are so arranged that what is considered 
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in the common interest of all results from processes of collective deliberation 
conducted rationally and fairly among free and equal individuals” (Benhabib, 
1996: p. 69). The deliberative model is the most prominent contemporary theory 
in terms of theorizing the virtues of democracy and its legitimacy (Dryzek, 2007: 
p. 237; Elstub & McLaverty, 2014: p. 1). Deliberative democracy theorists argue, 
among other things, that democratic legitimacy is rooted in the valorisation of 
deliberation, discussion, debate, consultation, consultation and participation: 
from this perspective, the centrality of the parliamentary institution in a demo-
cratic polity would then be explained by the fact that it constitutes “the emblem 
of institutional deliberation” (Tavoillot, 2019: p. 188). 

Deliberative democracy is however regularly criticized for its inability to think 
of a democratic regime in political terms. For instance, Ian Shapiro has de-
nounced the fact that deliberative theory minimizes the nature of conflict in pol-
itics, which is above all a fracture between divergent interests taking place in a 
situation of unequal power (Shapiro, 1999). More fundamentally, the political 
theorist Chantal Mouffe, conceiving the realm of politics as one of exclusionary 
antagonism, concludes that the theory of deliberative democracy, as it is usually 
formulated, is incapable of politically thinking a democratic regime, as it does 
not take into account the antagonistic and hegemonic nature of the political 
(Mouffe, 1999a; 2016: pp. 19-26). 

Although parliamentary studies constitute “an old and well-explored domain” 
(Benoît & Rozenberg, 2020: p. 1), and even though the study of parliamentary 
conflicts is a burgeoning field of research (see for instance Clark & Williams 
2019; Ilie, 2021), no full-fledged agonistic theory of democratic parliamentarism 
has yet been properly tested against an empirical study of parliamentary rela-
tions. For this reason, we thought it would be useful to examine the extent to 
which the political theory developed by Mouffe herself, a theory that can be de-
scribed as “agonistic pluralism”, could help us to think about the role of the par-
liamentary institution in a democratic political regime. More precisely, this pa-
per analyzes the case of Walloon interparliamentary relations, which will aim to 
demonstrate the agonistic nature of democratic parliamentarism. 

Mouffe’s academic production does not offer us an agonistic account of dem-
ocratic parliamentarism in its own right. However, insights from her political 
theory of democratic regimes can be used as a starting point in order to develop 
an agonistic theory of democratic parliamentarism. According to Mouffe, dem-
ocratic politics consist in “trying to defuse the potential antagonism that exists in 
huma relations so as to make human coexistence possible” (Mouffe, 2018: p. 
128), i.e., to transform political relations of “antagonism” (struggle between 
enemies) into an “agonistic” confrontation (struggle between adversaries). In 
this perspective, this paper aims to underline how the parliamentary institution, as 
a central institution of democratic politics, contributes to this political agonism. 

In order to answer the question of whether Mouffe’s agonistic theory can be 
used to think about a theory of democratic parliamentarism, this article is struc-
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tured in two steps. First, we present Mouffe’s agonistic political theory, intro-
ducing two notions that, according to her, determine the nature of a political re-
gime, namely the notions of antagonism and hegemony. In a second step, we 
conduct a sociology of Walloon inter-parliamentary relations in order to dem-
onstrate how the parliamentary institution stages conflict in an agonistic man-
ner. We then conclude this study by showing how Mouffe’s agonistic theory al-
lows us to consider the parliamentary democratic regime in an original way, 
while expressing the need not to totally abandon the deliberative ideal by ex-
amining how it could be redefined in an agonistic framework. 

2. Methodology 

In order to confront Mouffe’s political theory on the role of the parliamentary 
institution in a democracy, we have chosen to conduct a case study of the Wal-
loon interparliamentary relations. According to Luc Albarello’s definition (2011: 
p. 16), the case study can be defined “as a set of interrelations, situated in time 
and located in space”. The interest of the case study lies in the fact that it allows 
one to be at the very heart of the articulation of empirical data and the world of 
theory through the realisation of a detailed analysis of one (or several) cases. The 
particularity of this research method lies in the fact that it does not clearly dis-
tinguish the boundaries separating the phenomenon at the centre of the study 
from its context, which makes it an interesting tool for subsequent generalisa-
tion. The case study therefore appears to be an interesting methodological tool 
to create links between political theory and empirical analysis. 

In order to conduct this case study and to establish links between our observa-
tions and Mouffe’s agonistic theory, the present contribution carries out a study 
of the Walloon inter-parliamentary relations. As the agonistic pluralism de-
fended by Mouffe is defined through the staging of conflict, this paper focuses 
on the study of the Walloon Parliament due to the fact that two particularly con-
flictual events took place there during the 2014-2019 legislature. On the one 
hand, the Walloon Parliament played a prominent role in blocking the CETA 
signing process. This deadlock resulted from a conflict opposing the Walloon 
government, composed of socialists (Socialist Party, hereafter PS) and centrists 
(Centre démocrate humaniste, hereafter CDH), to the liberals of the Mouvement 
réformateur (hereafter MR), which remained in the opposition. On the other 
hand, the Walloon Parliament also took part in the first change of government 
coalition at the level of the federated entities in Belgium with the motion of con-
structive distrust addressed to the Magnette government (PS/CDH). This mo-
tion led to the replacement of the Magnette government (centre-left) by the 
Borsus government (MR/CDH, centre-right). The 2014-2019 Walloon Parlia-
mentary term can therefore be regarded as a quite conflictual legislature, which 
qualifies it for this study of inter-parliamentary relations through the perspective 
of Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism. 

Composed of 75 directly elected members, the Walloon Parliament is the leg-

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojps.2022.121006


A. Gustin 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojps.2022.121006 92 Open Journal of Political Science 
 

islative assembly of the Walloon Region, one of the three regional federated enti-
ties that make up the complex Belgian institutional structure, together with the 
different Communities. Established as the Walloon Regional Council by the spe-
cial law of 8 August 1980, then renamed the Walloon Parliament on 5 April 
1995, the Walloon parliamentary assembly has, by virtue of the federal structure 
of the Belgian State and the sixth article of this same special law, the competence 
to legislate in matters such as regional planning, the environment, housing, 
agriculture, the economy, employment and transport. The Walloon Parliament 
is therefore a federated parliamentary institution with important prerogatives, 
and is perfectly in line with the dynamics of the rise in power of the regional au-
thorities (Hooghe, Marks, & Schakel, 2010), both in terms of autonomy and power 
of self-rule and in terms of shared rule. Walloon MP is elected for a four-year 
term. While there is a strong integrated political elites in Belgium, Walloon MP 
form a parliamentary regional political class (Dodeigne, 2014). 

From the point of view of data collection and data analysis, this research mo-
bilises a qualitative method based on the realisation of fifteen semi-structured 
interviews between September 2019 and February 2020. The number of inter-
viewees was determined according to the principle of saturation. The choice of 
conducting semi-structured interviews was justified by the need to distinguish 
the perceptions of certain actors regarding the nature of Walloon parliamentary 
interactions. The people interviewed were interviewed because of their know-
ledge of the Walloon parliamentary world, in particular by virtue of a certain se-
niority within the Walloon Parliament. Twelve of the interviewees were Walloon 
parliamentarians during the 2014-2019 legislature. Two members of the Wal-
loon Magnette government and a federal MP were also interviewed. These inter-
views were then exhaustively transcribed and examined through a content anal-
ysis, using the tagging technique. Each tag corresponded to a category of analysis 
and was used to structure the empirical analysis presented in this paper (for 
example, one of the tags concerned the role of committee chairs. Another was 
the relationship of parliamentarians with the PTB, etc.). The list of the various 
people met in the framework of this contribution is available in the appendix. 

This section aimed to introduce the methodological aspects underlying this re-
search. We now move to the third section of this paper, which presents the theory 
of agonistic pluralism advocated by Mouffe. More specifically, the next section is 
structured in three steps. First, it introduces the notion of antagonism, which, ac-
cording to Mouffe, founds the realm of the political. Secondly, the notion of he-
gemony, which can be regarded as one of the distinctive features of Mouffe’s polit-
ical theory with respect to other agonistic theories, is discussed. Thirdly, we make 
use of those two aforementioned concepts in order to explain how they found 
Mouffe’s democratic theory, which she designates as an “agonistic pluralism”. 

3. Mouffe’s Theory of Agonistic Democracy 

Agonistic democracy can be defined as “a form of democracy in which conflict 
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plays a central role”, or as “a radical democratic theory that values conflict as a 
tool for creating plural political identities, whose continuous oppositions give 
democratic politics its ever-renewed incompleteness” (Hayat, 2013). For theor-
ists of agonistic democracy, conflict should not be eliminated, but rather ma-
naged so that its expression takes place within the framework of democratic in-
stitutions that aim to pacify human relations and stage this conflictuality. In this 
section, we present Mouffe’s agonistic political theory, based on the concepts of 
antagonism and hegemony, before showing how these two notions characterise 
the democratic phenomenon according to her. 

3.1. The Antagonistic Dimension of the Political:  
From Carl Schmitt to Chantal Mouffe 

At the heart of Mouffe’s political theory is the distinction between “the political” 
and “politics”. The political refers, at the ontological level, to the “antagonistic 
dimension which is inherent to all human societies” (Mouffe, 2013: p. 2), while 
politics designate to “the set of practices and institutions through which an order 
is created, organising human coexistence in the context of conflictuality pro-
vided by the political” (Mouffe, 2005: p. 9). This distinction between the two 
concepts is fundamental in Mouffe’s thinking, as she builds her theory of de-
mocracy on the impossibility of overcoming the conflictual dimension of the po-
lis - the dimension of the political. Indeed, for Mouffe, the dimension of anta-
gonism present in any human society is unsurpassable and will always be 
present. It is therefore necessary to start from this observation in order to con-
struct a theory of democracy; otherwise, it cannot be translated into a political 
system. For example, Mouffe criticises deliberative theory because she considers 
it incapable of thinking of the political as an antagonism. 

In constructing her political theory in her most recent work, Mouffe draws on 
the writings of Carl Schmitt (1932), while rejecting his theory of the irreconcila-
bility of liberalism and democracy (Mouffe, 1992; 1999b: pp. 38-53), using the 
German jurist’s distinction between friends and enemies to determine the field 
of politics. In The Notion of the Political, Schmitt defines the specificity of the 
political as the discrimination between friend and enemy (Schmitt, 1932: p. 64): 
the political is always about the creation of an us versus a them. According to 
Schmitt, it is this discrimination between friends and enemies that allows the 
field of politics to be differentiated from the fields of morality, economics and 
aesthetics, since it is only in politics that such an opposition is created (Schmitt, 
1932: p. 63). 

Following this logic, Mouffe uses Schmitt’s discriminative approach to con-
struct her theory of democracy. To this end, and in order to determine how the 
logic opposing friends and enemies is formed, Mouffe uses the notion of “con-
stitutive exterior” developed by Henry Staten and inspired by the work of Jac-
ques Derrida (Staten, 1986). Through this concept, Staten highlights the fact that 
an identity is always constituted through a differentiation that takes place in a 
hierarchical manner. The constitution of an identity is then always based on the 
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exclusion of something, this showing that all identity is relational, and that “the 
affirmation of a difference is a precondition for the existence of any identity – 
i.e. the perception of something other which constitutes its exterior” (Mouffe, 
2013: p. 5). In order to illustrate this phenomenon, Mouffe cites some examples 
of such discriminations: the form that defines itself in opposition to matter, 
black versus white, or man versus woman. As for the realm of politics, this dis-
tinction takes the form of Schmitt’s opposition between friends and enemies: it is 
a matter of forming a political community by determining another than itself 
that “constitutes its exterior” (Mouffe, 2005: p. 15). 

3.2. Politics and Hegemony 

The concept of politics thus refers to an antagonism between friends and ene-
mies, i.e. an us defining itself vis-à-vis a them. However, according to Mouffe, a 
second concept is necessary in order to define a democratic politics, namely that 
of hegemony. The notion of hegemony refers to the fact that society is “the 
product of a series of practices whose aim is to establish order in a context of 
contingency” (Mouffe, 2013: p. 2), which order can be political, economic, or de-
liberative. The concepts of hegemony, or even of counter-hegemony, thus post-
ulate that in the impossibility of determining a rational basis for a social order, 
any socio-political configuration results from articulatory discursive practices 
through which the meaning of institutions and social relations are fixed in a 
temporary and precarious manner. In this perspective, discourse, which includes 
both linguistic and non-linguistic elements (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001: p. 93), then 
defined as “a social and political construction that establishes a system of rela-
tions between different objects and practices” (Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2000: p. 
3), plays a fundamental role in the formation of political identities. 

The notion of hegemony thus emphasizes the role of representation, concep-
tualised in terms of discursive articulations, in revealing the constructed charac-
ter of social reality and political subjectivities. However, as Yannis Stavrakakis 
(2017: p. 675) points out, this constructivism is a constructivism “that knows its 
limits”, since the fixation of social meaning always remains precarious, and this 
for two reasons. On the one hand, it is always the representation of an incom-
mensurable totality, hence the invocation, in the populist logic, of an “empty 
signifier” (Laclau, 2005a: pp. 69-71) aiming to create the unity of the group 
through a phenomenon that is not conceptual but nominal. From the perspec-
tive of a logic of equivalence (as opposed to a logic of difference, which empha-
sises the singularity of social demands, making the constitution of an antagonis-
tic pole impossible), the homogenising function of the name is ultimately ful-
filled by a pure name: that of the leader (Laclau, 2005b: p. 40). 

On the other hand, the second element threatening a hegemonic order is the 
open character of the social, which brings us back to the concept of antagonism 
previously discussed. Indeed, we have seen that in Mouffe’s theory any political 
identity is constituted by designating an us versus a them, that is, through 
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Schmitt’s discrimination between friends and enemies. This discrimination, 
produced through discourses, which Laclau calls “popular discourses of equiva-
lence” (Laclau, 2005b: p. 38), and which aim to establish a boundary dividing the 
social into two camps, is at the root of the process of hegemony, since a 
re-articulation of a system of meaning is rooted in the inability of a political sys-
tem to satisfy social demands, which are then articulated as claims. This division 
of the social as a result of an inability to socially isolate these demands through a 
logic of difference can, however, intervene from any position in a social system: 
“any position in a system of differences, insofar as it is negated, can become the 
locus of an antagonism” (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001: p. 117). Consequently, there is 
a plurality of possible antagonisms in the social, and as many potential hege-
monic configurations. Dislocation and antagonism are thus two phenomena that 
threaten discursive representations, but at the same time stimulate practices 
aimed at re-articulating the meaning of relations between political objects and 
subjects. 

3.3. Beyond Deliberative Theory: An Agonistic Pluralism 

Mouffe finds deliberative democracy incapable of thinking about the political in 
its antagonistic and hegemonic dimensions, and opposes it to a democratic 
theory that she describes as “agonistic pluralism”. For the political theorist, the 
democratic phenomenon is based on an ineradicable tension between two very 
distinct political traditions: that of political liberalism and that of democratic 
thought. According to her, liberal democracy is based on a tension between these 
two logics that cannot be reconciled, and one can always prevail over the other, a 
fact that Mouffe describes as a “democratic paradox” (Mouffe, 2009). The ago-
nistic pluralism proposed by the theorist is then defined by an “agonistic con-
frontation between conflicting interpretations of liberal-democratic values” 
(Mouffe, 2009: p. 9), in the sense that the very content of these values remains 
constantly discussed, debated, and questioned, and that the stabilisation of the 
conflict between them can only be achieved through contingent hegemonic 
practices. 

The solution proposed by Mouffe is therefore to some extent pluralist, in the 
sense that several interpretations of liberal and democratic values are in conflict. 
However, what is meant by agonistic confrontation? Indeed, so far, we have al-
ways treated the distinction between an us and a them as a confrontation be-
tween friends and enemies, which takes place when the other is perceived as 
threatening us and denying our identity. However, a relationship between an us 
and a them can also take other forms than an antagonistic opposition: this is 
where the democratic phenomenon comes in, in that it aims to transform this 
antagonism into what Mouffe calls an agonistic relationship. In other words, as 
we have seen, the domain of politics refers to the potential antagonism inherent 
in the management of the city: it is this antagonism that democracy will aim to 
break down. 
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This will require, according to Mouffe, to establish a bond between oppo-
nents, so that they do not perceive each other as enemies to be eradicated, “see-
ing their demands as illegitimate, which is precisely what happens with the an-
tagonistic friend/enemy relation” (Mouffe, 2005: p. 20). According to the theor-
ist, this relationship needs to be transformed into an agonistic one, “where the 
conflicting parties, although acknowledging that there is no rational solution to 
their conflict, nevertheless recognise the legitimacy of their opponents” (Mouffe, 
2005: p. 20). In this agonistic opposition, opponents then confront each other 
through a hegemonic struggle that aims to redefine the “hegemonic politico- 
economic articulations which determine the specific configuration of a society at 
a given moment” (Mouffe, 2005: p. 33); opponents no longer identifying them-
selves as enemies, but as opponents belonging to the same political association 
and sharing a common political space within which the conflict takes place. 

This means, therefore, that conflict should not be eradicated, or mitigated by 
democracy, but that democracy should sublimate it and ensure that it can be ex-
pressed in a non-antagonistic, non-violent, and democratic way, since a return 
to an antagonistic relationship will always remain a possibility: “politics is an 
economy of violence, in both senses of the word—a way of organising, distri-
buting, managing violence, but also a way of reducing it, deferring it, moderat-
ing it’ (Delruelle, 2020: p. 181). In Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism, democratic ac-
tivity is therefore embodied by a confrontation between hegemonic and coun-
ter-hegemonic projects aimed at reinterpreting liberal and democratic values. 

In conclusion, in this perspective of agonistic pluralism, the parliamentary in-
stitution plays a fundamental role in a political regime, since parliament is the 
place where antagonism is transformed into agonism par excellence: it is indeed 
through the gathering and participation of different political forces in the same 
political institution that the enemy becomes the adversary, and that a certain le-
gitimacy is thus attributed to it. This theoretical proposition identified in Mouffe’s 
agonistic theory, namely that of a parliament contributing to the transformation 
of antagonism into agonism, is therefore the hypothesis that we will seek to con-
firm in our analysis of the cases of parliamentary relations. To do so, we will 
analyze the data collected during our interviews concerning the nature of Wal-
loon parliamentary relations through Chantal Mouffe’s agonistic model of polit-
ical relations. 

4. The Parliament of Wallonia and the Antagonistic Nature 
of Political Relations in Democracy 

In Mouffe’s agonistic theory, the parliamentary hemicycle is an institution aimed 
at transforming antagonism, a political relation in which each political camp 
perceives itself as a reciprocal enemy, into an agonistic relationship, which pits 
adversaries against each other. In order to provide the best interpretation of this 
metamorphosis of political relations within a parliamentary political regime, 
Mouffe often finds it useful to refer to the explanation of Élias Canetti, an author 
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she regularly quotes through this extract from his book Masse et Puissance: 

A parliamentary vote does nothing but ascertains the relative strength of 
two groups at a given time and place. Knowing them beforehand is not 
enough. One party may have 360 members and the other only 240, but the 
actual vote is decisive, as the moment in which the one is really measured 
against the other. It is all that is left of the original lethal clash and it is 
played out in many forms, with threats abuse and physical provocation 
which may lead to blows or missiles. But the counting of the vote ends the 
battle (Canetti, 1960: p. 220). 

Parliament, considered here as an institution, is “the highest level place where 
the whole range of representative political convictions can be expressed” (Inter-
view 16). Thus, in Mouffe’s agonistic perspective, parliament is not only “the 
emblem of institutional deliberation”, but also the symbol of the pluralist agon-
ism she seeks to defend, in that it tends to establish a “kind of common bond” 
(Mouffe, 2005: p. 20) between political opponents with the aim that they do not 
identify themselves as enemies, but as opponents to whom they recognise some 
legitimacy. This common bond, as will be argued in this section, is established 
through the participation of different political forces in the same institution in 
which a logic of elite socialisation prevails. 

4.1. An Agonistic Interpretation of Formal and Informal Contacts 
between Walloon MPs 

The parliamentary hemicycle is often perceived as an arena of intense verbal 
jousting, where oratorical struggles multiply, and where two camps, those of the 
majority and the opposition, confront each other without respite, and without 
concession. However, this image of a parliament as a theatre of confrontation 
between political forces remains largely incomplete, because it omits an impor-
tant fact: being a parliamentarian means working, collaborating, or at least being 
in contact with one’s peers throughout one’s term of office, or even during sev-
eral legislatures. Parliament is therefore a place of lively social interaction for 
MPs: 

Parliament is a lot of interpersonal relations, and when you live five years 
with people, in easy moments, as well as in more difficult moments, tense 
moments, as well as in moments of relaxation, you learn to appreciate 
people, there are affinities that are created. (...) At some point, there is a 
human factor at work, and it is important to build working relationships 
and trust. We are there to defend ideas, to have a certain vision of society, 
but we don’t do that alone. That’s what democracy is all about. It means 
working with each other, first of all with citizens, with associations, with 
companies, (...), but it also means being able to talk to political opponents, 
they are not always enemies (Interview 1). 

For an MP, exchanging with his or her parliamentary counterparts is a regular 
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necessity if one wants to see a project succeed: it is indeed a matter of dialogue, 
arguing, convincing, persuading, and even negotiating support for a proposed 
amendment or legislation. Like any professional activity, the parliamentary 
mandate requires contact with people who often have their own personalities 
and backgrounds, and who defend ideas and values that are different from our 
own. However, this does not prevent Walloon MPs from making friends over 
the course of their mandates, years and working meetings. Thus, the Walloon 
MPs interviewed for this research all claim to have established strong ties with 
other MPs: 

The Walloon parliamentary world knows each other well. Although there 
are changes in each legislature, I would say that we have known each other 
for about twenty years. These are people with whom we have had battles, I 
would say by image, at close quarters, sometimes with a sword, and we 
know each other anyway, and things generally go relatively well (Interview 
9). 

The organisation of parliamentary work through the establishment of com-
mittees proves to be a relevant factor in explaining how the parliamentary insti-
tution is capable of binding the political elite of a democratic regime in agonistic 
relationships. Indeed, if such an organisation of parliamentary work responds 
above all to a logic of division of labour, with MPs specialising in specific sub-
jects, thereby improving the quality of parliamentary activity in its legislative 
and control dimensions, the distribution of MPs in such working groups is also 
an opportunity for them to establish contact with some of their counterparts 
working on the same themes, or even with the minister whose competences cor-
respond to their areas of specialisation: 

It is true that a whole series of other contacts take place in an informal 
way (...). Now, if you have work in committee that sometimes goes on a 
bit late, which is quite frequent, then solutions have to be found (...). And 
that’s where the real contacts are made. And friendships, moreover (In-
terview 6). 

The parliamentary institution thus plays a fundamental role in transforming 
antagonism into a relationship between adversaries, with all the political forces 
of a democratic regime being brought together and entering into relations. This 
transformation of enmity into an agonistic relationship does not only take place 
through the formal relationships within the institution, but also through a series 
of informal contacts. The parliamentary cafeteria, for example, has a special 
place in the Walloon parliamentary world. It is difficult to see the difference be-
tween what is a professional relationship and what is a purely cordial one. How-
ever, this ambiguity seems to characterise the relationships that can develop in 
the parliamentary world: 

The informal links that can be established in the cafeteria, during a field 
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mission, etc. can be precious for the future, for example to be able to make a 
phone call to clear up certain things. The all too rare space where you can 
co-construct something with others is precious, really precious. And it is a 
space that is created in the interstices, it is exceptional that there can really 
be lines that move during the parliamentary debates themselves, it is not in 
committee, even less in plenary that opinions change, it is rare. There really 
has to be major external pressure for this to happen. (...) And this work is 
done in informal meetings, working groups, etc. (Interview 4). 

Several parliamentary functions are useful to understand how the parliamen-
tary institution allows the transformation of an antagonism into a relationship of 
an agonistic nature. For instance, the parliamentary group leader occupies in 
many ways a central place in the conflict pacification mechanism of a parlia-
mentary regime. Fulfilling a multifaceted role, he or she is in fact “the transmis-
sion belt between the government and the majority links, which implies an im-
measurable number of meetings in the shadows to try to negotiate the content of 
texts, to amend them, upstream of the parliamentary work” (Interview 9). In the 
same vein, the President of the Parliament is the assembly’s policeman: “he gives 
and takes away the floor, he can even go so far as to expel people from the 
Chamber” (Interview 14). He is in fact responsible for the smooth running of the 
proceedings, which he does by maintaining order, giving the floor, and generally 
having the “useful and necessary” powers (Rules of Procedure of the Walloon 
Parliament, Article 17) for this purpose. In this perspective, the President of the 
Parliament must then be “the most correct ally of the opposition” (Interview 17), 
as it is his role to ensure that the latter’s rights are respected. Finally, even if his 
or her functions are in some respects incomparable, the committee chairperson 
occupies a similar position in committee work to that assumed by the President 
of Parliament in plenary session. The committee chairperson remains the first 
point of contact for the opposition during the work and debates, and must en-
sure that the opposition’s voice is heard: 

Having been a committee chair, my job was to work (...) to create the best 
possible atmosphere, a lot of serenity in the debates, to have a fair position 
as chair because when you are a committee chair, you may have a political 
colour, but you must necessarily be there for everyone (Interview 10). 

The functions performed in the framework of certain mandates, such as those 
of the President of the Parliament and of the Committee Chair, are therefore 
crucial in transforming an antagonistic relationship into an agonistic one, where 
political opponents attribute mutual legitimacy to each other and define them-
selves as adversaries, because it is their task to ensure that the opposition has a 
voice. In this respect, it is also the complex task of the presidents to find a bal-
ance between the rights of this opposition and those of the majority, since if this 
balance is not found, the possibility of the resurgence of a relationship of enmity 
cannot be definitively eliminated. 
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4.2. Filibustering Practices and the Attitudes of Walloon MPs 
towards Belgian Labour Party’s Deputies as Reminders of the 
Conflictual Nature of the Political 

It is from this perspective that parliamentary filibustering practices can be inter-
preted. Beyond its folkloric and strategic aspects, the parliamentary filibuster 
constitutes a formidable reminder of the fundamentally antagonistic nature of 
political relations. In their excellent study of this phenomenon, Mathias El Ber-
houmi and John Pitseys point out that these practices, through the conceptual 
metaphor of filibustering, allows parliamentary discussion to be associated with 
the register of war (El Berhoumi & Pitseys, 2016). Quoting the work of Jean- 
Jacques Urvoas and Magali Alexandre, they refer to filibustering as a conflictual 
practice “based on the idea that parliamentary life is, like a battlefield, the theatre 
of manoeuvres of a continuous conflict between parties and political groups” 
(Urvoas & Alexandre, 2012: p. 14). Parliamentary filibustering, apart from its 
purely procedural and deliberative justifications, effectively allows the opposi-
tion to assert its rights in cases where it would feel aggrieved. In other words, in 
Mouffe’s agonistic perspective, filibustering constitutes both a particular register 
of the staging of parliamentary political conflictuality, but also a kind of last 
warning that the opposition addresses to the majority, i.e. a final reminder of the 
fundamentally conflictual nature of politics and of the eternal possible return to 
antagonism that characterises it. 

Another manifestation of the ineradicable nature of conflict in politics can be 
found in the attitude of the Walloon parliamentarians towards the deputies of 
the Belgian Labour Party (PTB). Thus, if it is true that the representatives of the 
four mainstream parties (cdH, ECOLO, Mouvement réformateur, Parti socia-
liste), through recurrent participation in parliamentary affairs, know each other 
and are particularly familiar with the practices of the parliamentary chamber, 
their attitudes towards the Walloon MPs of the PTB are not entirely devoid of 
antagonism, since an element of hostility is indeed to be found in the attitude of 
the Walloon elected representatives towards them, as can be seen from this ex-
tract from an interview with a Walloon MP: 

In the Parliament, all political opinions taken together, yes, I have been able 
to have really interesting contacts with democratic political parties. Do I 
have to say it, I am not very friendly with those who are extreme. I’m not at 
all, and so sometimes, in the Parliament, I have a little bit more trouble with 
the ten PTB parliamentarians, because Marxist ideas are not a reflection of 
society. (...). I don’t really want to go towards people whose leitmotiv is very 
populist (...), and so it bothers me a bit more, I always have a bit more 
trouble (Interview 8). 

Of course, this state of affairs is probably not only due to the attitude of the 
parliamentarians of the mainstream parties towards the elected members of the 
PTB, but also to a process of self-exclusion on the part of the latter in order to 
distinguish themselves. In the end, this incompatibility between the PTB and its 
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rivals suggests that the process of creating political identities takes place through 
a dialectic between an us and a them, as well as through a certain relationship to 
a constitutive exterior, since if PTB MPs, on the one hand, and representatives of 
other democratic parties, on the other hand, tend to avoid each other, it is be-
cause they cannot escape this collective identity dichotomy that serves to define 
who they are. 

And it is in such cases, where antagonism has not yet been completely elimi-
nated, that the parliamentary institution proves to play a role incomparable to 
that played by other democratic institutions. Indeed, the parliamentary system 
forces the most antagonistic political forces to frequent the same institution, the 
desire to influence decision-making as much as possible forcing political parties 
to link up with other political forces that are considered hostile. Parliamentary 
democracy thus offers a “common symbolic space within which the conflict 
takes place” (Mouffe, 2016: p. 34), as this extract from an interview with a PTB 
MP indicates, who explains that although a certain distance is required with 
other parties, contacts with them are nevertheless necessary: 

We find it important to have contacts with the other parties, because con-
trary to what our enemies say, (...) at some point, we will have to make 
compromises with the other parties to obtain small victories. (...) In this 
sense, in relation to our objectives, yes, you must have contacts. But having 
contacts doesn’t mean that we go to eat with them, that we drink our coffee 
with them. There’s a refectory there, we don’t go regularly to the refectory 
to meet them. So I wouldn’t go so far as to say that we have to protect our-
selves from them, because they don’t scare us [laughing], but yes, there is a 
distance to be kept, and a contact to be kept in both directions (Interview 
13). 

The parliamentary regime actually forces political opponents to recognise 
each other, to a certain extent, as mutually legitimate, because of the legitimacy 
induced by the elective appointment procedure, but also through their common 
participation in the same institution, the inclusion of different political forces 
within the same institutional framework bringing them together. Of course, as 
the case of the PTB shows, this does not mean that the parliamentary institution 
is devoid of a dimension of exclusion, which is characteristic of politics: in this 
respect, while it is undeniable that the parliamentary regime does indeed include 
a deliberative dimension, a dimension that undoubtedly plays a role in the trans-
formation of antagonism into agonism, agonistic democracy seems much more 
appropriate than deliberative theory when it comes to explaining certain exclu-
sionary phenomena, such as the conflictual relationship between the elected mem-
bers of the PTB and those of other French-speaking political parties. 

4.3. Deliberative Theory: A Critic 

These phenomena of exclusion are not only related to factors of human rela-
tions, but also to the very nature of a deliberative political regime. Consider the 
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following example. One of the criteria defining the quality of a deliberation is 
that of equality, a notion itself intrinsically linked to that of inclusion (Beauvais, 
2018): a decision would be democratic if those affected by it are able to influence 
it (Goodin, 2007). However, even if a deliberative body, in this case the parlia-
mentary institution, is sufficiently inclusive with regard to this criterion of equali-
ty, this does not mean that all participants have the same capacity to participate. 
Speaking in a debate is a learning process, and not everyone starts out on an 
equal footing: for example, a lawyer will often find it easier to argue the case than 
a worker (Hooghes, 1999). In parliament, this is often reflected in the learning of a 
series of rules, sometimes written, sometimes customary, in terms of parliamen-
tary procedures, but also in a way of expressing oneself, as a Walloon PTB MP 
pointed out: 

There is really a challenge in terms of semantics, in terms of vocabulary. 
The first challenge is to understand. Because it’s clear that all this abstruse 
vocabulary, where you can say everything and nothing in one sentence, 
where you can say the opposite one day, the opposite the other day, all this 
vague language obviously serves an objective which is the opposite of pe-
dagogy, which is really that people don’t follow, that people don’t under-
stand what they are talking about. There is indeed a whole learning process 
at that level, and it is clear that it is an obstacle to participating in demo-
cratic life for people who are not academics, for people who do not neces-
sarily have the capacity or the necessary training. In fact, the Walloon Par-
liament is not at all the expression of society. No, if there were as many 
lawyers in society as in the Walloon Parliament, there would be law firms 
everywhere. I mean, no, in the Walloon Parliament, it is lawyers, university 
professors, etc. And that shows in little details. And you can see this in 
small details, you can see it in the vocabulary (...) (Interview 12). 

Beyond a criticism of Walloon representation, this interview extract highlights 
the fact that expressing oneself in the parliamentary chamber is neither innate 
nor given to everyone, and requires the ability to master the hegemonic parlia-
mentary language. Walloon parliamentary exchanges constitute a particular 
rhetoric, or, to use the terms employed by Iris M. Young (2000), a deliberative 
order, where certain procedural or linguistic norms form and determine a set of 
rules from which it is not always easy to distinguish the prescriptions. Thus, 
during the interviews, many MPs mentioned the need to train newcomers to the 
parliamentary process, with the various political parties, like the Walloon Par-
liament, organising training sessions at the beginning of their term of office to 
remedy certain shortcomings. For a party whose members are mostly entering a 
chamber for the first time, such as the PTB, this apprenticeship is made even 
more difficult by the lack of accumulated knowledge and experience of the func-
tioning of a parliament, which we could describe as a “parliamentary capital def-
icit” that reinforces the exclusive dimension of the parliamentary system, some-
thing that the deliberative theory of democracy is unable to grasp correctly. 
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4.4. Paving the Way for a Hegemonic Analysis of Democratic  
Parliamentarism 

In the end, we wanted, through this case study of Walloon parliamentary inte-
ractions, to highlight two elements, which we will now summarise. On the one 
hand, we have pursued the objective of confirming that the nature of political 
relations in a democracy is indeed agonistic, i.e. relations between adversaries, 
where opponents do not perceive themselves as enemies, but as adversaries who 
attribute mutual legitimacy to each other through participation in one and the 
same institution bringing together all the political forces of a political commu-
nity. On the other hand, we have also highlighted the particular role of the par-
liamentary regime in transforming an antagonistic relationship into an agonistic 
one. The many parliamentary mechanisms that have been put in place to sustain 
this type of relationship show how the parliamentary system strikes an unstable 
balance between enmity and agonism, since notwithstanding the essentially ago-
nistic nature of parliamentary interactions, the practices of parliamentary fili-
bustering and, to a certain extent, the attitude of MPs towards PTB representa-
tives symbolise the ineradicable conflictual and fundamentally antagonistic di-
mension of the realm of politics. 

Another theoretical potential of Mouffe’s agonistic democracy that has not 
been highlighted in this contribution lies in the understanding of the hegemonic 
dimension of parliamentary activity. Indeed, while we have highlighted the role 
of the parliamentary institution in transforming and maintaining antagonism 
into agonism, another key concept in the political theorist’s thinking, namely 
that of hegemony, has not been addressed in this study. In this perspective, it 
would be a question of examining to what extent parliamentarianism, as a state in-
stitution, could be considered, as Nicos Poulantzas (2013) argued, as the material 
condensation of a relation of forces between classes and class fractions. According 
to Mouffe, the state is indeed itself hegemonically structured, and constitutes a 
“major space for counter-hegemonic struggle” (Mouffe, 2018: p. 100). In the 
theoretical perspective outlined by Mouffe, the parliamentary institution thus 
occupies a nodal function in the development of this hegemonic confrontation. 

The Walloon Parliament has recently played a leading role in the coun-
ter-hegemonic opposition to the Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agree-
ment (CETA), which has been negotiated since 2009 by the Canadian and Euro-
pean authorities, and whose opposition by Walloon parliamentarians to the 
process of delegating powers to the federal government in the course of 2016 
helped to make it a major political issue. The Walloon parliamentary opposition 
to the CETA, which marked an important turning point in the increase of re-
gional influence on European policies (Tatham, 2018), can be explained in par-
ticular by Belgian multilevel party politics (Bursens & De Bièvre, 2021), by the 
important and pluralist mobilisation of civil society in its regard (Gheyle, 2020), 
as well as by the strengthened links between these civil society actors and the 
Walloon parliamentary world. The CETA episode thus testifies to the potential 
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of the parliamentary institution in the context of a counter-hegemonic struggle, 
since by spearheading opposition to the treaty, the Walloon Parliament helped 
to demonstrate that a subversive politics of contemporary neoliberal hegemony 
was possible, while at the same time seeming to confirm the Mouffian hegemon-
ic hypothesis concerning the parliamentary institution, which future research 
could seek to demonstrate. 

5. Conclusion 

In the agonistic pluralism proposed by Mouffe, parliament is entrusted with the 
role of transforming the antagonism that can take place between political oppo-
nents into a relationship of an agonistic nature, which sees opponents mutually 
recognizing the legitimacy of their claims, rather than enemies seeking to eradi-
cate each other. In this respect, the sociological study of Walloon parliamentary 
interactions has enabled us to observe that, on the one hand, the nature of Wal-
loon parliamentary relations is indeed that of a relationship between adversaries, 
characteristic of the democratic pluralism advocated by Mouffe, and that, on the 
other hand, the Walloon parliamentary institution occupies a fundamental place 
in the maintenance and perpetuation of this agonism. 

The agonistic pluralism proposed by Mouffe thus seems to offer, in a general 
way, an original perspective on the democratic phenomenon, as well as on the 
place of the parliamentary institution in a democratic political regime, since by 
not denying the constant possibility of a return to a certain antagonism, the 
emphasis put by the political theorist on the character of the relations linking 
political opponents within the parliamentary hemicycle allows us to better define 
the nature of political relations in democracy. Far from being monolithic, in-
ter-parliamentary relations turn out to be more complex than they appear. In-
deed, on the one hand, democratic parliamentarism allows for the sublimation 
of potential conflicts, by offering political representatives a space in which these 
confrontations and oppositions can be expressed. On the other hand, the func-
tioning of the parliamentary institution also sees the blossoming of links of co-
operation, mutual aid, and even trust and friendship between political repre-
sentatives, thus contributing to the perpetuation of the democratic system and 
the cohesion of the political community. 

Finally, Mouffe’s agonistic theoretical proposal is, let us not forget, set in a 
context where deliberative democracy is the predominant democratic theory in 
the field, and is also a political ideal to be achieved by many activists or political 
representatives. The deliberative theory of democracy, however, seems to be un-
able to grasp the fundamentally political dimension of a democratic regime. 
However, rather than condemning a theory that has been the subject of theoret-
ical debate for the past thirty years, it would be useful to see how this theory 
could be reconciled with the agonistic pluralism advocated by Mouffe, in the 
sense that the latter seems to be better able to think of the political in its agonis-
tic and hegemonic dimensions. An analysis of the hegemonic dimension of 
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democratic parliamentarism could therefore be coupled with a careful study of 
the link between prevailing hegemony and political deliberation. In other words, 
it would make sense to see how deliberative theory could be deployed in agonis-
tic and hegemonic terms, for instance by mobilising Mouffe’s democratic theory 
to deal with the analysis of some empirical cases, which would also contribute to 
the rapprochement between political theory and political science. 
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Appendix—List of Interviewed 

List of interviewed References in the text 

Walloon MP (CDH) Interview no. 1 

Walloon MP (CDH) Interview no. 2 

Walloon MP (CDH) Interview no. 3 

Walloon MP (ECOLO) Interview no. 4 

Walloon MP (ECOLO) Interview no. 5 

Walloon MP (MR) Interview no. 6 

Walloon MP (MR) Interview no. 7 

Walloon MP MR) Interview no. 8 

Walloon MP (PS) Interview no. 9 

Walloon MP (PS) Interview no. 10 

Walloon MP (PS) Interview no. 11 

Walloon MP (PTB) Interview no. 12 

Federal MP (PTB) Interview no. 13 

Member of the Magnette’s government Interview no. 14 

Member of the Magnette’s government Interview no. 15 

Walloon parliament civil servant Interview no. 16 
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