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Today, I would like to present a broader contribution on recent transformations in the exercise
of political power in Belgium. Belgium is a federal state composed of three levels of
government: the federal level, the regional level, and the community level. Following the 2024
legislative elections, the two main French-speaking right parties—the Reformist Movement
(MR) and Les Engagés (LE)—came to power in the Walloon Region and the French-speaking
Community, while also joining the federal government coalition. The Prime Minister comes
from the Flemish nationalist and economically liberal party, NVA. In addition, both parties
strengthened their position in the local elections held later that same year'. In this presentation,
we argue that Belgium is currently witnessing the resurgence of what the German legal scholar
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Hermann Heller described as “authoritarian liberalism™~. To illustrate this argument, let us first

consider the example of social policy.

Beginning in the 1980s, the “new social question” increasingly focused on labor-market
reintegration and unemployment reduction through policies of activation. The active welfare
state was legitimized by scientific, political, and media discourses that gradually displaced the
issue of social inequalities in favor of the concept of social exclusion®. As a result, social
problems were no longer understood primarily as structural. Instead, responsibility for
improving one’s situation and finding a job was increasingly placed on the individual. In the
early 2000s, the liberal Prime Minister Guy Verhofstadt even declared that it was no longer

acceptable “for money to be wasted on people who clearly have absolutely no desire to look
for work™*. However, as Dimitri Zamora-Vargas argues, the active welfare state does not

simply push inactive individuals into the labor market. It tries to transform them’. Following
Soss, Fording, and Schram®, the aim is not so much to “punish” the poor—as suggested by

Loic Wacquant’—than to “discipline” them. More concretely, the objective is not only to make
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individuals more active in job seeking, but also to encourage the internalization of a flexible,
responsible, autonomous, and compliant habitus. To this end, a wide range of policy
instruments have been developed, and are designed “to incentivize, structure, and cultivate
mentalities of self-rule”. It includes individualized social support, labor-market integration

pathways, and so on.

As part of my doctoral research, I am particularly interested in the policy framework governing
Social Integration Services (Services d’Insertion Sociale). These institutions were formally
recognized for the first time by the Walloon Decree’ of 17 July 2003 on social integration'?.
They are spread across the Walloon territory and offer collective activities such as theater
workshops, artistic projects, cooking classes, or sports programs. Their target audience consists
of people considered to be “in situations of social exclusion,” primarily unemployed
individuals. Through this integration framework, public authorities expect participants to
engage in what could be described as a form of “work on self”!!. A close reading of the law
reveals two main objectives: first, helping individuals regain self-confidence; and second,
helping them relearn basic social norms and behaviors, such as “getting up in the morning,”
“listening to others,” or “managing a personal budget”!?. These examples are cited by
politicians during parliamentary debates. It is important to note that many of these activation
and integration policies were promoted by social democratic and Green parties. The decree that
created these Social Integration Services, for example, was introduced by a Green minister and

adopted unanimously, including by opposition parties.

Since 2024, however, analyzing power relations in Belgium requires us to pay renewed
attention to coercion. The governments formed mainly by right-wing parties'* challenge the
Foucauldian perspective that has long dominated analyses of Belgian social policy. We are now
seeing a stronger emphasis on sanctioning, monitoring, and constraining unemployed people'*

and welfare recipients. One of the key measures adopted by the federal government in 2025 is
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the limitation of unemployment benefits to a maximum duration of two years'>. At the same
time, social integration work no longer appears to be a policy priority. For example, the federal
program Participation et Activation sociale which enabled local social institutions to develop
social integration initiatives was abolished in 2026. Social Integration Services themselves
have also been weakened by the announcement of a broader reform of employment-support
subsidies'®. This suggests that the internalization of autonomous behaviors is no longer the
main objective of social policy. Instead, policymakers assume that making unemployment more
precarious will encourage people to return to work. Participatory forms of governance have not
totally disappeared, but they are now increasingly combined with, and replaced by, more direct

forms of constraint—based on precarisation.

This resurgence of coercion must also be understood in relation to changes in political
legitimation. To understand this question of legitimacy, it is interesting to analyze how
politicians relate to citizen participation. Since the 2010s, several Belgian parliaments, both
federal and federated, have institutionalized citizen participation through deliberative
committees composed partly of randomly selected citizens!”. However, following the most
recent elections, these mechanisms have increasingly come under scrutiny. In the Walloon
Region, for instance, the Liberal Minister for the Air-Climate Plan abolished the Citizens’
Climate Panel, which had been established during the previous legislative term by a Green
minister. To understand this abolition, it is first necessary to examine the origins of these
mechanisms, without idealizing their subversive dimension. Belgium is a representative regime
based on the principle of national sovereignty rather than popular sovereignty'®. The Belgian
Constitution establishes the primacy of electoral representation and formally excludes
mechanisms that would challenge this principle!®. Referendums and imperative mandates, for

example, are seen as incompatible with this constitutional order. Elected representatives are
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considered the only actors capable of identifying the interests of the Nation and, as such, are

required to preserve their autonomy in decision-making.

What role, then, is assigned to citizen participation, before 2024? As Jacques Donzelot and
Renaud Epstein have shown, participatory mechanisms often reflect “the dream of obtaining
unanimous confirmation of political decisions from citizens [...]”. In this perspective, elected
officials seek through participation “much more a legitimization of decisions than a
mobilization for action.”?® Participatory mechanisms therefore allow governments to display
public support and respond to demands for more democracy, without sharing decision-making

power.

But if these mechanisms are not very threatening, why abandon them? Our argument is that the
coercive turn identified in social policy also affects political legitimation. Elections
increasingly tend to be presented as the only foundation of political authority. So, electoral
legitimacy would be sufficient to justify political choices regardless of their degree of social
acceptability?!. Recent political statements illustrate this shift. For example, the Prime Minister
has explicitly embraced the unpopular character of reforms, stating: “I am not afraid to take
responsibility for unpopular measures when they are necessary.”?> Georges-Louis Bouchez,
president of the liberal-conservative Reformist Movement (MR), declared during a period of
significant social mobilization: “We are not afraid of demonstrations. We will not change

course. What the left lost at the ballot box, it wants to regain in the streets.”?’

What conclusions can we draw from these developments? Our aim is not to suggest a shift
from horizontal to vertical forms of power. Verticality is built into representative government
itself, as Bernard Manin demonstrates in The Principles of Representative Government**. We

do not wish to idealize the relationship to participation that existed prior to 2024. What is
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fundamentally changing is the way political power seeks—or increasingly refuses to seek—
the consent of the governed. For several decades, both the “conduct of conduct” in the socio-
economic fields and the search for public support for political representation appeared central
to representative politicians. Today, however, we are witnessing the return of an openly
coercive form of power. The policies implemented since 2024 fit within what Grégoire
Chamayou describes as the paradigm of authoritarian liberalism: “the emergence or re-
emergence of forms of state power that are liberal in their economic program while being, to

varying degrees, authoritarian in political terms.”?

Authoritarian liberalism departs from the Foucauldian conception of governmentality: the
production of individual self-regulation no longer appears to occupy a central place in social
policy. Instead, more direct measures are increasingly favored, particularly those aimed at
reducing public expenditure on unemployed people?. More broadly, we believe it is important
to emphasize that the authoritarian dimension of this transformation cannot be reduced to the
use of coercive policies in the service of economic liberalism. It is equally visible in the
discourses and governing practices through which public authorities “assert themselves as the
only legitimate authors of political will”?’. In this context, the rejection of participatory
mechanisms and the strong emphasis on electoral legitimacy both point in the same direction:

a reassertion of centralized political authority.
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