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Chantal Mouffe (and Ernesto Laclau)

Numerous questions central to a course entitled 
‘Politics of Conflict’

- Conflict as constitutive of democracy or the 
major threat to democracy? 

- What is politics (or the political)? 

- How do politics and conflict relate to each other?

Class 6: Antagonims and Agonism. 

A call for a renewed democracy? 

Department of Conflict and Development Studies

Starting point: Mouffe, C. (2005), On the Political, Routledge

Other literature:

• Mouffe, C. (1979), Hegemony and ideology in Gramsci, in: Mouffe, C. (ed.) 
Gramsci and Marxist Theory, (Routledge)

• Laclau, E. and Mouffe, C. (1985), Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. 
Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, Verso Books

• Mouffe, C. (1994), Political Liberalism. Neutrality and the Political, Ratio 
Juris, 7 (3)

• Mouffe, C. (1999), Deliberative Democracy or Agonistic Pluralism?, Social 
Research, 66 (3): 745-758. 

• Mouffe, C. (2016) Democratic Politics and Conflict. An Agonistic Approach, 
Sociology, 9

• …
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5 points:

1) ‘antagonism’ as the defining principle of ‘the 
political’

2) differentiation between ‘politics’ and ‘the 
political’

3) differentiation between ‘the political’ and ‘the 
social’

4) democracy as altering antagonism into agonism

5) on the nature of the we/they distinction
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1)  ‘antagonism’ as the defining principle of ‘the 
political’

➝ Critique on a ’post-political vision’, understood 
here as a consensual view on democracy

➝ Highly critical of technocratic interpretations, 
claiming rationality and universality

➝ Inevitability of an ongoing conflictual dimension

➝ The political as the identification of the 
adversary

Class 6: Antagonims and Agonism. 

A call for a renewed democracy? 

Department of Conflict and Development Studies

2) differentiation between ’politics’ and ‘the political’ 

➝ the political:  ‘… the dimension of antagonism which I 
take to be constitutive of human societies’ 

➝ politics: ‘…  the set of practices and institutions through 
which an order is created, organizing human coexistence 
in the context of conflictuality provided by the political’ 

➝ The political as beyond politics as this permeates all 
aspects of life
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3) differentiation between ‘the political’ and the ‘the social’

➝ The social as the realm of the everyday wherein everyday social 
interactions are not fundamentally questioned

➝ The political as the field wherein these interactions are understood as 
hegemonic, hence: not universal and open to critique and alternative visions

➝ The political always includes an element of choice

➝ Rational consensual decision making always to be deconstructed as a claim 
on hegemony

Mouffe: ‘Politics has always a ‘partisan’ dimension and for people to be 
interested in politics they need to have the possibility of choosing between 
parties offering real alternatives’ or: ‘Things could always be otherwise’
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4) democracy as altering antagonism into agonism

➝ Democracy as the ongoing possibility of choice, hence 
enduring a(nta)gonism as constitutive of democracy 

➝ Agonism as the acceptance of enduring conflict, but 
wherein the legitimacy of the adversary is acknowledged

➝ Without this legitimacy, ongoing antagonism which 
can finally only result in the physical elimination of the 
enemy

➝ Impossibility of consensus in the political through 
agonism supposes consensus at the level of politics or the 
‘ethico-political’ values around democracy
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5) on the nature of the we/they distinction

➝ Antagonistic identities can always be imaged as otherwise, 
are not fixed

➝ The we/they distinction is subject to change and 
contestation (and does not necessarily have to be a class-
based distinction)

➝ Critique on those theorists understanding modernity as 
one of increasing individuality (Mouffe: attention to collective 
identities)

➝ The overarching logic of A versus B is absolute and not 
subject to change, what is and who constitutes A and B is 
what is subject to change
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I need your help!!!
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This was (meant to be) ironic
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3 questions and points of debate:

A. On the inevitability of antagonism and the impossibility of 
consensus

1) admitting defeat as the ultimate democratic practice? 

2) following 1): has this defeat always to be absolute or is there a 
possibility of a balanced agreement (not consensus)?

3) Critique on Beck and Giddens: ‘ The democratic debate is 
envisaged as a dialogue between individuals whose aim is to 
create new solidarities and extend the bases of active trust.’  

➝ Is this idea the ultimate adversary of progressive, 
democratic politics? 
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B. On the nature of the political as a binary we(left)/they(right) 
distinction

1) why does the political always need to take a binary logic? 

2) Following 1): can the political also express itself through multiple 
opposing identities and fluctuating/shifting coalitions? 

Mouffe: ‘ The very content of left and right will vary, but the dividing 
line should remain because its disappearance would indicate that social 
division is denied and that an ensemble of voices has been silenced.’

3) Can this binary solely be understood as a claim on being ‘the 
people’ versus ‘the elite’? (argument for a left populism?)
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C. The link between right-wing nationalism and antagonism

Mouffe:  ’When political frontiers become  blurred, disaffection with 
political parties sets in and one witnesses the growth of other types of 
collective identities, around nationalist, religious or ethnic forms of 
identification.’

1) How?

2) Really?

➝ Right-wing populist parties as the one redefining the fundamental 
‘we’ versus ‘they’ distinction, hence their ongoing political relevance? 
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5-minute exercise:

➝ How could the ideas developed by Mouffe

play a role in your group assignment? 
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As (violent) conflict is inherently political, but also the subject of politics, this course focuses 

on the relationships between violence, conflict and power. During this course we will not 

discuss the politics of conflict in specific places around the world. Instead, we will discuss 

different philosophical and theoretical approaches how to look at, contextualize and analyze 

dynamics of (violent) conflict. By doing so we aim to bridge a supposed north-south divide 

when we talk about violent conflict. This course focusses specifically on two aspects of conflict; 

different forms of power, and the role played by democracy. We will explore power dynamics 

between different political scales, and the power embedded in imperialism, colonialism, and 

capitalism, and how this is crucial to understand dynamics of violence and conflict. On the role 

of democracy, we explore questions such as; How far are politics/democracy inherently violent 

or does violence constitute the antithesis of politics? Is modern state formation in essence about 

the containment of anarchic violence or is modern state formation the most violent process we 

have witnessed in the history of mankind? Is liberal democracy truly the best way to deal with 

societal tensions and if so, how to conceive of (liberal) democracy? These classes do not intend 

to provide definitive answers to these questions. Rather, different theoretical perspectives will 

be discussed that will allow the student to shed alternative light on these debates and come up 

with new and alternative questions. 

 

In addition to the actual classes, 2 seminars will be organized wherein students have to write a 

paper and present this paper themselves. It is the aim of the seminars that the students will apply 

the theoretical and philosophical approaches they learned during class to analyze more concrete 

cases of political conflict. Students will work in groups on the topic of violent democracies, or 

on the link between climate change, the environment and violent conflict. We will discuss the 

practicalities of how to organize the seminars during class.  

 

 

Class 1: Introduction: Violence and/or Politics 

Date: 27/9  

 

This introductory class analyzes the relationship between violence and politics, starting from 

the so-called ‘Arendt-Fanon debate’. Are violence and politics mutually constitutive or are they 

the exact opposite? Is pacifism a politically viable option or should pacifism be understood as 

the ultimate renunciation of politics?  

 

Readings:  

 

- Arendt, H. (1969) A Special Supplement. Reflections on Violence, The New York 

Review of Books  

- Bernstein, R.J. (2011) Hannah Arendt’s Reflections on Violence and Power, IRIS: 

European Journal of Philosophy and Public Debate. 



Class 2: Introduction to the research seminars 

Date: 04/10 

 

This class introduces the 2 topics for the seminars you can choose from: ‘Violent Democracies’ 

and ‘Violent Environments’. After the introduction of these seminars, some practical issues will 

be discussed for the organization of these seminars. Important: these introductory seminars and 

subsequent texts are also part of the course material and need to be studied for the oral exam.  

 

Readings: 

 

- Peluso, N. L., & Watts, M. (Eds.). (2001). Violent environments. The Introduction. 

Cornell University Press. 

- Arias, E.D. and Goldstein, D.M. (2010) Violent Democracies in Latin America, Duke 

University Press  (Chapter: Violent Pluralism. Understanding the New Democracies of 

Latin America) 

 

 

Class 3: Violence, Modernity and Ideology 

Date: 11/10 

 

This class sheds a light on one of the largest crimes of the 20th century: the holocaust, or the 

extermination of the European Jewish population on an industrial scale during the Second 

World War. Following the work of Zygmunt Baumann, it will be illustrated how this project 

obtained a particularly ‘modern’ logic as one executed by anonymous bureaucrats and framed 

in a ‘modern’ logic of social darwinism. What does this observation tell us about genocide and 

‘evil’ more in general? Are there any lessons to learn from this for the 21st century? 

 

Readings: 

 

- Baumann, Z. (1989) Modernity and the Holocaust. Polity Press (chapter 3: Modernity, 

Racism, Extermination II) 

 

 

 

Class 4: The (post)colony and political violence  
Date: 18/10 

 

Violence in the postcolony is often labeled and perceived as ‘barbaric’, and as not as making 

‘any sense’, while violence in so-called ‘civilized wars’ is considered to make sense. Yet, in 

this class we look beyond such supposed dichotomies. Following Mamdani’s text we will 

discuss the colonial history of genocide, and how imperialism and colonial warfare 

contributed to the Holocaust. During this class we will discuss the violent politics of 

colonization, its enduring influence, and under which circumstances, “victims” become 

“perpetrators”. 

 

Readings: 

 

- Mamdani, M. (2003). Making sense of political violence in postcolonial Africa. 

In War and Peace in the 20th Century and Beyond (pp. 71-99). 

 



Class 5: Sovereignty, biopower and violence  

Date: 25/10 

 

In this class we discuss violence and conflict following the concept of sovereignty, and 

specifically the biopolitical conceptualization of sovereignty by Foucault; the power to let 

life, and to let die; or as Mbembé sees it; who is disposable and who is not. Through the text 

of Mbembé, we will focus on the spatial characteristics of sovereignty and colonialism, 

influencing politics at multiple scales; from the body, the family, the community, the state and 

to ‘the international’. We discuss how ‘necropolitics’ works under modern colonial 

occupation, and in more contemporary wars. 

 

Readings: 

 

- Mbembé, J. A., & Meintjes, L. (2003). Necropolitics. Public culture, 15(1), 11-40. 

 

 

Class 6: Antagonism and Agonism. A call for a renewed democracy?  

Date: 08/11 

 

What place do we give conflict or antagonism in liberal democracy? Following the work of 

political scientist Chantal Mouffe, it will be argued that antagonism does not by definition 

pose a problem for democracy. On the contrary, antagonism is constitutive of and therefore 

the real lifeblood of democracy. The fundamental question therefore is to give antagonism a 

place that still allows for pluralism and diversity 

  

Readings: 

 

- Mouffe, C. (2005) On the Political, Routledge (One: Introduction + Two: Politics and 

the Political)   

- Hegemony, Democracy, Agonism and Journalism. An Interview with Chantal Mouffe, 

Journalism Studies (2006), 7 (6): 964-75. 

 

 

Class 7:  (Slow) Violence, capitalism and ecology 

Date: 22/11 

 

What is the impact of (fast) capitalism, and rooted forms of ‘slow violence’, on dynamics of 

violent conflict? Instead of focusing on forms of spectacular and mediatized events of 

violence, we talk in this class about the more invisible, slow and uneven distributed forms of 

violence. Focusing specifically on environmental violence, we explore the unequal power 

relations behind the perpetuation of this form of violence, and how this disproportionately 

effects the poor. We also will talk about the type of politics that is needed to confront slow 

violence. 

 

Readings: 

 

Nixon, R. (2011). Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor. Harvard University 

Press (the introduction of the book) 

 

 



Class 8: Politics as Process: Speech and Action 

Date: 29/11 

 

Where do we find politics? In contrast to more classic approaches equating politics with 

‘institutions’ or ‘power’, this seminar will argue that the political is intrinsically human. It is 

human in a sense that ‘man’s’ actions always are inherently unpredictable, therefore can never 

be totally controlled. It is this crucial aspect of the ‘human condition’ that therefore allows - 

and even necessitates - pluralism and public debate and sees in human speech and action the 

most fundamental qualities of that what constitutes ‘the political’.  

 

Readings:  

 

- Arendt, H. (1958), The Human Condition, The University of Chicago Press (Chapter 

1: The Human Condition) 

- Calhoun, C. and McGowan, J. (1997), Hannah Arendt and the Meaning of Politics, 

University of Minnesota Press (Chapter: Plurality, Promises and Public Spaces) 

 

 

 

Student-led seminars  

6/12 & 13/12 

 

 

 

 

 

 










































































































































































































































































































