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			‘Cause it’s a bittersweet symphony, that’s life

			Trying to make ends meet, you’re a slave to money then you die

			I’ll take you down the only road I’ve ever been down

			You know the one that takes you to the places where all the veins meet, yeah

			No change, I can change

			I can change, I can change

			But I’m here in my mold

			I am here in my mold

			But I’m a million different people 

			From one day to the next

			I can’t change my mold

			No, no, no, no, no

			(Have you ever been down?)

			Well, I’ve never prayed but tonight I’m on my knees, yeah

			I need to hear some sounds that recognize the pain in me, yeah

			I let the melody shine, let it cleanse my mind, I feel free now

			But the airwaves are clean and there’s nobody singin’ to me now’

			‘Bitter-Sweet Democracy’ is meant to convey the duality we observe in citizens’ resentment towards politics and the mixed picture that is drawn throughout the chapters of this book: feelings of anger, betrayal, under-representation and unfairness, but also a lingering hopefulness about different ways to engage politically. On the one hand, ‘bitterness’ is a key affective characteristic of resentment; it denotes the feeling that emerges after long-lasting struggles, frustrations and disillusions. On the other hand, the ‘sweet’ element denotes democratic ideals and the remaining trust some citizens still have vis-à-vis existing institutions and democracy at large, albeit sometimes with the impression that these ideals are out of reach, or being structurally ignored. After deciding on the title, we also realized that the first verses of ‘Bitter-Sweet Symphony’ (The Verve, 1997), from which our title takes inspiration, captures some of the spirit of the times in which the project was carried out and this book was put together. 
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			Abstract: In this chapter, Knops, Celis, and Van Ingelgom lay out the context–both empirical and theoretical–in which the book is rooted. The authors, first, briefly situate the study of resentment in the literature and against the contemporary political context. They present a rationale for focusing on resentment as key concept of studies on the crisis of democracy. The chapter then provides a conceptual introduction on resentment along three dimensions–morality, complexity and temporality–before giving a short description of the project EoS-RepResent from which the contributions of the book emerged, the specificities of the Belgian context, the objectives of the book, its structure and a preview of the individual chapters.

			Times of resentment

			For a long time now, we have been hearing that democracy is in ‘crisis’ (Przeworski, 2019). This crisis is foremost a crisis of representative democracy, evidenced by widening ‘gaps’ between citizens and representatives and the declining levels of citizens’ trust in representative institutions (Dalton, 2004; Norris, 2011). Some scholars argue however that what we are witnessing today is rather a ‘post-crisis’ age of undemocratization where ‘post-democratic’ practices (Crouch, 2004) and anti-democratic ideals are on the rise (Mittiga, 2022). Others suggest that the crisis of democracy has taken a new shape by expressing itself through a deep-seated and lingering political ‘malaise’ and resentment (Fukuyama, 2018; Hochschild, 2016), illustrated, among other things, by outbursts of popular anger (Mishra, 2017) and hate against political elites, in the streets, on social media, or in the form protest voting. 

			At the heart of this context lies ‘resentment’. Resentment is a complex moral emotion, rooted in anger, and it is believed to underlie different political phenomena that characterize our current political times: votes for populist parties, electoral abstention, or record-high protest votes. Resentment vis-à-vis the political establishment, but also radically different types of resentful feelings towards ‘migrants’ and differently situated ‘others’ are thought to have pushed voters towards ‘Brexit’ (Bachman and Sideway, 2016), or towards Donald Trump (Cramer, 2016; Hochschild, 2016), among others. Resentment has also been identified as a key driver of protest and collective action against governmental institutions, for example by Yellow Vests activists in the years 2018-2020 (Knops and Petit, 2022) and protesters against COVID-19 related measures (Vieten, 2020). Beyond specific political events, resentment is tied to the broader and more structural trends of declining levels of trust in representative institutions and democracy (e.g., Ure, 2015; Fleury, 2020) and increasing feelings of alienation towards ‘others’ and towards established institutions (e.g., Hochschild, 2016; Fukuyama, 2018; Foessel, 2018).

			However, far from being merely a symptom of ‘our times’ tied to the specificities of the contemporary political context, resentment also has other roots–both ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’. Resentment can be caused by structural, systemic imbalances of power found, in particular, in historical systems of discrimination and inequality (Hoggett et al., 2013; Van Hootegem et al., 2021; Cramer, 2016; Hochschild, 2016). In this regard, the conditions for resentment to (re-)emerge in society have become increasingly favourable, as socio-economic inequalities are deepening across modern capitalist societies (Picketty, 2013; 2019), as ultra-conservative movements are fighting back against the pursuit of equality for gender or ethnic minorities, and as welfare states in many Western democracies are being dismantled (McKay, 2019). Resentment is also caused by subjective experiences of inequality and unfairness, for instance a sense of loss (Hoggett et al., 2013) or a sense of unfairness and relative deprivation in comparison to other social groups (Pettigrew, 2016; Smith et al., 2012). Here, the concept of felt inequality developed by Cynthia Fleury (2020) is useful to grasp the difference between subjective and objective situations of inequality, injustice or deprivation which may cause resentment; and how this is also linked to the broader democratic expectation of ‘equality’. As Fleury explains, resentment, and ressentiment in particular (we will return to this distinction later), emerges at the moment when individuals feel unequal compared to others, and therefore unfairly treated, precisely because of the democratic belief that they ‘should’ be treated equal. This means, she says, that resentment can sometimes swing together with the notion of entitlement; of feeling entitled to equality, equal rights and treatment.1 Relatedly, this also means that there is an important link between resentment, democracy and equality; some democratic theories (which draw on Max Scheler’s understanding of resentment and Tocqueville’s democratic theory) even consider democracy, by essence, as a system that breeds resentment, precisely because of the central position occupied by equality and the feelings that emerge when the expectation of equality is unmet (Fleury, 2020, p. 28). 

			Resentment may thus be expected to arise in many existing democracies, and among a variety of socio-demographic groups for different socio-economic and experiential reasons. There is political resentment among groups which are sometimes stigmatized as the ‘losers of globalization’ (Kriesi et al., 2008), but also among groups that suffer from historical discrimination and oppression, most importantly racialized and ethnic minorities (Fassin, 2013).2 Relatively ‘new’ groups of resentful citizens may also emerge or become visible, as the material possibilities for resentment to be expressed diversify and intensify; in particular on social media platforms, which are now recognized for channelling and breeding resentment, fear and indignation among specific radical-right online audiences (Ganesh, 2020). 

			
			The RepResent project

			It is in these ‘times of resentment’ that the collective project RepResent–a word contraction between Representation and Resentment3–emerged. During the years 2018-2022, a team of Belgian political scientists embarked on a collective project to study resentment and democracy in Belgium. The RepResent project pooled a wide variety of methods (see Chapter 2 in this volume), and multiple epistemological, theoretical and methodological frameworks to improve existing understandings and knowledge about political resentment, where to observe it, how to study it, and what types of political lessons should be drawn from it. 

			The empirical study of resentment and its further conceptualisation were at the heart of RepResent–albeit not always explicitly or centre-stage in the early days of the project. During the first years of RepResent, the team developed broad surveys across the Belgian population, mapping electoral behaviour, democratic preferences, issue-congruence between citizens and representatives and ideological polarization across society. Six surveys were carried out in total, among which four waves of a panel survey carried out before and after the general elections of May 2019 in Belgium: pre-2019 elections (N = 7351), post-2019 elections (N = 3909), one year after the elections (N = 1996), and two years after the elections (N = 1119) (see the general methodological appendix placed at the end of the book)4. Together, these panel surveys produced a unique dataset designed to analyse voters’ political attitudes and behaviours, notably on different dimensions of democratic representation, and with a specific focus on democratic resentment (e.g., citizens’ attitudes towards democracy, such as distrust and alienation, but also behaviours such as abstention, protest, or voting for anti-establishment parties). The longitudinal structure of the surveys also allowed the project teams to explore the political dynamics at play in Belgium throughout the lengthy government formation process (Elie Michel, Fernando Feitosa, Jonas Lefevere, Jean-Benoît Pilet, Patrick van Erkel & Emilie van Haute, 2023). In addition to the surveys, the project teams organized a large number of focus groups (28 focus groups in total) with different sets of citizens, ranging from activists to citizens in marginalized socio-economic positions and citizens who were invited to discuss politics in the aftermath of the first COVID-19 lockdown in 2020.5 Regarding the researchers and contributors to this book, although we cannot speak for individual positionalities, the consortium as a whole gathered early-career and more senior researchers; it was gender-balance and epistemologically mixed, in the sense of bringing together researchers from various sub-fields and traditions within political science, albeit all predominantly anchored in Western literature and scientific knowledge. These methodological aspects are important to mention here because they invariably influence our approaches to emotions, politics and resentment. They are also reflected in the varied approaches to resentment gathered in this book: different attempts to study resentment, taking different angles and perspectives, and drawing on different methods and research epistemologies. 

			The results of the surveys (Pilet et al., 2020) provided, among other things, an overview of electoral behaviour among the Belgian population.6 Early contributions made by the project also showed the importance of taking emotions into account to understand contemporary politics. Close and Van Haute demonstrated, in particular, that the interplay of ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ emotions towards politics and political institutions are central to understand voters’ choices and electoral behaviour (Close and Van Haute, 2020). Similarly, Van Erkel and Turkenburg (2020) highlighted the importance of affective polarization and the ‘affective distance’ that persists between different social groups with different ideological beliefs. Celis, Knops, Van Ingelgom and Verhaegen (2021) discussed how citizens are caught between feelings of anger and betrayal and remaining hopes vis-à-vis democracy and democratic institutions, and Knops and Petit (2022) analysed specifically what happens when resentment turns into indignation in the specific context of protest and mobilization (here, notably, in the Belgian Yellow Vests movement). 

			Overall, these studies are rooted in an epistemological position that underlines the importance of taking emotions and their broader societal implications seriously. They start from the premise that, if emotions are not considered, political scientists are often unable to see the full picture of politics–whether in terms of electoral behaviour, political participation or mobilisation, for example. And that, without taking emotions into account, important pieces of the puzzle (Groenendyck, 2011) go missing, on different sides of political relationships: what moves people, what mobilizes them and divides them; and how representatives and political institutions (can and should) act in return. For instance, without taking emotions into account, we cannot fully make sense of why voters with a low income persistently vote for representatives who explicitly favour less redistributive politics (Cramer, 2016) (even though emotions are evidently not the only explanatory factor); or why, in the face of abundant scientific information and evidence about catastrophic climate change, there is still a lack of social and political action (Norgaard, 2011).7 

			This book is also rooted in this premise, and thus takes inspiration from the scholarship which is broadly understood as ‘the affective turn’ (Clough and Halley, 2007; Athanasiou et al., 2009; Slaby & von Scheve, 2019). Under the affective turn, emotions are seen as the ‘fabric of politics’ (Lordon, 2016) (2016); its ‘blood-life’ (Marcus, 2002); as the foundation of passionate democratic engagement and conflict (Mouffe, 2018); and a constitutive aspect of the emergence of political subjectivities and representation (Knops, 2022; Williams 2007). The affective turn appeared, in part, as a reaction to a chronic neglect of emotions in political analyses, where studies of the crisis of representative democracy remain largely rooted in the epistemology of rational-choice theory and interest-based evaluations. Throughout this book, contributors take stock of the affective turn in their analyses of resentment, while also linking it to more classical concepts of political science, such as congruence, political behaviour and democratic attitudes. 

			The theoretical motivations to study emotions, coupled with an empirical reality that may be characterized as ‘resentful times’ encouraged the team of the RepResent project to hone in on political resentment, to understand what it is, and draw lessons from its broader political and democratic implications. To be sure, this does not mean that the book is an exhaustive or complete attempt to take emotions and resentment seriously in political analyses; it rather provides a tentative framework to do so and illustrates how resentment may be understood and studied by political scientists coming from a range of different epistemological and methodological backgrounds. 

			To carry out the project and study of resentment–both empirically and conceptually–the team adopted an approach that may be characterized as ‘abductive’. Abduction entails a ‘back-and-forth’ between theory and empirical analysis; it combines features of deductive and inductive research methods (Timmermans and Tavory, 2012; Tavory and Timmermans, 2014; Pierce, 1994; Vila-Henninger, et al., 2022). Abduction starts with a set of theories and seeks to further develop them by looking out for theoretically surprising empirical cases. Once discovered and analysed, abductive researchers return to existing theories, often combining them, to formulate a theoretical account that might explain the unexpected case (Reichertz, 2007). Subsequently, they test these inductive, theoretically grounded explanations against existing and additional empirical data, which may result in another round of theory-building. 

			In line with abductive analysis principles, our conceptual work was rooted both in previous studies of resentment and in our own empirical analyses and discussions thereof.8 We started our conceptual work with existing theories and knowledge of what resentment might be, where it might be expressed and in what form. For this we turned to literature on the crisis of representative democracy, the affective turn in social sciences, and existing work on resentment. Resentment, we soon found out, is both abundantly defined, yet rarely unpacked and conceptualized. It is often defined as a form of moral, bitter anger, mixed with feelings of unfairness and betrayal that breed over time, creating, amongst other things, the conditions for populism to thrive. But this conceptualization of resentment seemed too narrow to capture the multiple ways in which resentment materializes empirically, and the many different groups that express it. To delineate a common understanding of resentment and identify methodological pathways to study it empirically, we engaged in a collective conceptual and methodological discussion. This required, first, the development of a common language, across the different political traditions and epistemologies of the project. We then used our empirical analyses to further enhance our understanding of what resentment is, how it can be operationalized for empirical studies and what may be its normative implications. This book presents the outcome of this ‘slow science’ process: the evolutive and incremental trajectory of continuous exchanges amongst us, long discussions with citizens, and, in some cases, long periods of field work. 

			Other defining features of our project are its explicit normative ambitions and ethical positionality. As democratic scholars, we are driven by a strong commitment to democratic values and the work presented in this volume is born out of a deep concern about democratic backsliding, the emergence of illiberal democracies and new forms of legitimation for authoritarianism (Foa and Monk, 2016; Mittiga, 2022). Our book thus attempts to respond to the call for impactful political research which seeks to describe and provide tentative explanations, but also reflects on how to resist current anti-democratic trends and how to strengthen democracies (Merkel 2019; Saward, 2020). 

			Finally, in our study of resentment, we have placed citizens centre stage. The theoretical and empirical insights presented in the book are anchored in citizens’ own understandings of and emotions towards politics, and some of the methodological approaches developed during the project are anchored in the principles of co-creation, participatory action research and collaborative research practices with high societal impact (Amara-Hammou, 2023). Over the course of our project, 7351 people took part in our panel survey and 150 people spent more than two hours with us in Brussels for focus groups discussions. We owe an enormous debt to all the citizens who agreed to participate in our study, and we seek to acknowledge this as often as possible by integrating their own words and political analyses into our findings.9

			Resentment: our approach & contribution

			Drawing on various literatures (among others political philosophy, political psychology, political representation, affect theory, and social movements studies), and on the abductive analyses of our empirical data, we conceptualize resentment first and foremost as an emotion. 

			Our understanding of emotion brings together classic definitions of emotions from political psychology and an understanding of emotion that takes inspiration from affect theory. Like Sara Ahmed (2004; 2014) we use emotion and affect interchangeably. We understand emotion as a broad conceptual category that brings together the simultaneous cognitive, psychological, and physiological reactions that individuals experience in response to the evaluation of a threat, or when faced with a source of pleasure, anger, or sadness (Scherer, 2005). To this, we add the explicit acknowledgment of the performative and relational dimensions of emotions that turn them into explicitly political objects, because they ‘do’ things. As Sara Ahmed explains, emotions are political because, among other functions, they bridge the individual and collective by binding bodies and subjects together; they play a crucial role in the deeply political process of collective identification and subjectivation (Ahmed, 2004; 2014). 

			Based on this understanding of emotion, we identify the following distinctive features and dimensions of resentment: 

			
					
morality–an emotion that responds to situations of injustice or unfairness and casts a normative judgement; 

					
complexity–characterized by more than one emotion; 

					
temporality–a complex emotion that builds and grows over time.

			

			
			First, the emotional core of resentment is anger, but a specifically moral form of anger. Resentment is defined, for example, as ‘bitterness and anger that someone feels about something’ (Collins English Dictionary); a feeling of ‘anger about a situation you think is unfair’ (Cambridge English Dictionary). Resentment carries an explicitly moral and normative load because it implies a certain conception of what a ‘fair’ or ‘just’ situation should look like for a given social group. As Ure notes (2015, p. 600): 

			We resent what we judge unjust. We judge unjust intentional, undeserved harmful acts or slights. […] Resentment is an emotion through which we express the judgment that we have suffered a deliberate injustice, resentment explicitly or implicitly identifies norms of justice that we believe do or ought to regulate social and political interaction. 

			In the same vein, Engels (2015, p. 25) defines resentment as a moral emotion along the following lines: 

			(1) the perception that one has suffered an unwarranted injury […] and thus a judgment of moral wrong; (2) a feeling of hostility at the perpetrator of the injury; and (3) the manifestation of that hostility, in words or deeds.

			Second, while most common definitions situate resentment as a moral form of ‘anger’, resentment may also include other emotions. Resentment is defined, for example, as ‘a complex, multi-layered emotion; a mixture of disappointment, anger and fear’ (Tenhouten, 2007). Solomon (1993) places resentment on the same trajectory as anger and contempt, and resentment is also sometimes associated with other complex feelings such as vengeance, rancour, and acrimony (Fassin, 2013) and the distinctive bitterness that comes with frustrations that have been chewed on for a long time (Fleury, 2020). Adding to the emotional complexity of resentment, scholars have recently described resentment as including fear and anxiety but also hope (Capelos and Demertzis, 2018)–more commonly understood as a positive emotion. In sum, resentment is not a single, firm, or well-defined emotional state, but a combination of emotions, which may vary from situation to situation and carry different implications depending on who expresses resentment in the first place.

			Third, the emotions that compose resentment are also seen as ‘growing’ over time, which heightens the specific temporality of resentment compared to other forms of moral anger; it is an incremental feeling of frustration and anger which produces the characteristic ‘bitterness’ often ascribed to resentment. Resentment is also a reaction to situations that are judged to be unfair or discriminatory over time–here neighbouring with the classic notion of ‘relative deprivation’. Relative deprivation is a political concept which describes ‘the judgment that one is worse off compared to some standard’. Among other things, the concept draws on Marxist social class theory, whereby comparisons and the feelings that emerge within and between social groups are key to understanding social and political behaviour. In social psychology, relative deprivation is closely associated with resentment. As is well documented in their analytical review of the term, Smith et al. (2012) explain: ‘Marx (1847/1935) captures the intuitive appeal of relative deprivation (RD) as an explanation for social behaviour. If comparisons to other people, groups, or even themselves at different points in time lead people to believe that they do not have what they deserve, they will be angry and resentful.’ (Smith et al., 2012, p. 203, emphasis added).

			Although emotions are the conceptual core of resentment, our understanding of resentment goes beyond the language of emotions only. On the one hand, this is consistent with our epistemological position, which does not consider emotions from a binary perspective as distinctive from other cognitive, behavioural dimensions; we prefer to see emotions, actions and cognition as interwoven in a more circular manner. On the other hand, and relatedly, studying resentment from a political science perspective requires us to include other related political ‘neighbours’ such as relative deprivation (see above) but also political distrust, democratic illegitimacy, protest. This understanding is also motivated by empirical reasons: to fully understand the political effects of resentment on society and democracy, it is important to expand the conceptual scope from ‘what resentment is’ to ‘what resentment does’ in terms of political behaviour, attitudes and broader implications. To this end, we found much inspiration in the work of Cramer (2016), who uses resentment as a heuristic tool to investigate the crises of representative politics, as well as in the innovative work of political psychologists Capelos and Demertzis (2018, 2021) who coined ‘resentful affectivity’ in order capture the emotions and political attitudes and behaviours that may derive from resentment (itself comprised of multiple emotions). 

			The concept of ‘resentful affectivity’ was foregrounded to make sense of the grievances, anti-establishment sentiment, anti-expert scepticism, anti-immigration demands, and support for populist parties–all different expressions of contemporary ‘resentment’–in the Greek political context, which was marked by the drastic austerity measures taken in the aftermath of the economic and financial crisis (Capelos and Demertzis, 2018; 2021). Capelos and Demertzis found that resentful affectivity was composed of a distinctive yet ever changing set of emotions (shame, hope, anger, anxiety, fear, sadness, disappointment, pride, apathy) which characterizes citizens’ relations to politics and political behaviour. Importantly, they determined whether and when resentful affectivity resulted in apathy or, in contrast, political engagement (Capelos and Demertzis, 2018, p. 3). By including apathy as part of resentful affectivity, Capelos and Demertzis resolve the distinction between ‘resentment’ and its French translation ‘ressentiment’ whereby the former is linked to a sense of political efficacy and the latter to a sense of powerlessness and impotence (Ure, 2015; Fassin, 2013).10 

			Siding with Capelos and Demertzis and earlier work carried out by members of the RepResent team (e.g., Celis et al., 2021), we apply resentful affectivity as a ‘heuristic tool’. By this we mean that rather than investigating resentment based on a fixed and pre-defined set of emotions, processes, and actions, we ask questions about what kinds of emotions are at play in situations where we expect to observe resentment, which processes are they part of and in which actions do they result, or not. Applying resentful affectivity as a heuristic tool in our empirical studies has enabled us to study resentment along the three dimensions outlined above, and combine questions about what resentment is, where it exists and what it does. In particular: 

			
			
					the complex, dynamic, and evolutive character of resentment in terms of emotions at play, and the various objects these emotions relate to (e.g., anger and fear as the constitutive components of a resentful affectivity can, for instance, have a different object than feelings of hope, which are constitutive of the same affectivity); 

					the situations and contexts from which resentment emerges, the groups and communities which express resentment; 

					how various affective constellations produce different, and at times even contradictory stances (attitudes, preferences, …) vis-à-vis politics, thereby crucially nuancing simplistic and static ‘positive’ vs ‘negative’ evaluations; 

					the kinds of political (in)actions it motivates (for instance, forms of protest and collective action, or alienation, abstention, or apathy), and importantly both the negative and the positive impact of resentment on society and democracy. 

			

			In sum, our conceptualization of resentment relies on, first, a performative and relational understanding of emotions. Second, it includes the identification of key dimensions and components of political resentment, as a complex cluster of emotions made of anger, fear and hope; a moral emotion that responds to subjective and objective situations of unfairness; and an emotion that has a distinctive temporality, in the sense of breeding over time. This may be found, for example, in citizens’ long-lasting dissatisfaction towards politics, or in the continuous and repeated experiences of injustice and misrepresentations. Third, our conceptualization proposes that we should consider resentment as a ‘resentful affectivity’, which acknowledges that resentment is an ‘open-boundary’ and context- and time-specific constellation of emotions; that these emotions might well have shifting and multiple objects, and they may evolve over time, and across social groups; and that the attitudes and political behaviours it gives rise to are not pre-defined but rather remain open to empirical investigation. Concretely, and this is important to outline upfront, this means that, whilst resentment is first and foremost an emotion, the contributions gathered in this book do not focus only on the emotional components of resentment, but also include a multiplicity of related concepts and political attitudes.

			
			The Case of Belgium

			Although the RepResent project was carried out in Belgium, and concerns the political behaviour, attitudes and feelings of Belgian citizens, this book is not about a typically ‘Belgian’ resentment, compared to other national contexts. Yet, the findings presented in this book are closely tied to the Belgian context and we refrain from generalizing our empirical findings beyond Belgium. Hence a few remarks on the ‘Belgian case’ are necessary to situate resentment in the Belgian socio-economic and political context and identify why Belgium offers a relevant empirical field for resentment to be observed. To be sure, what we present below is by no means an exhaustive account of the historical roots of the many forms that resentment may take in Belgium; we merely signal a few important highlights that are useful to re-situate the findings and discussions we present in the book.

			First, Belgium, like most Western democracies, has not been immune to the crisis of representative democracy and declining levels of trust towards political elites and institutions. Although Belgium’s consociational model of democracy has enabled successive governments to overcome the deep divisions cutting across Belgian society, recent years have also been marked by repeated and deep political crises, causing major disruptions to Belgian political, social, and economic life (Xhardez et al., 2020).11 The Belgian elections in May 2019, for instance, around which our research project was carried out, took place in a context of strong political instability (Pilet, Baudewyns, Deschouwer, Kern and Lefevre, 2020) and resulted in an important rise in protest voting. This was illustrated, among other things, by the sharp rise of the far-right nationalist party Vlaams Belang which became the second biggest party in Flanders with 11.9% of votes in 2019. At the same time, Belgium has also been a scene of what is sometimes called “democratic vitality”, through the experimentation of democratic innovations, including mini-publics and citizens assemblies (Caluwaert and Reuchamps, 2018; Vrydagh et al., 2021) and a historically vibrant civil society (made of trade unions, social movements, non-governmental organisations, among others). This is a situation that gives rise to a range of possible hypotheses on the different and competing democratic demands voiced by resentful citizens (we discuss this topic further in Chapter 10 of this volume). 

			Second, the specificities of Belgian federalism and its history are important to mention here to situate our study of resentment and the multiple causes and origins it may have in the Belgian context. Resentment is tied to the history of Belgium in and of itself. As well documented by Liesbeth Hooghe (2004), most of Belgian politics since its secession from the Netherlands in 1830 have been tied to territorial, cultural and linguistic conflicts between Walloons (in the south of the country) and Flemings (in the north of the country). These conflicts–and the inequalities and power differentials between the respective communities in both regions–have generated different types of resentment, which continue today. On the one hand, there is a historical feeling of resentment which is tied to the specific relation of domination exerted, historically, by the French-speaking bourgeoisie on the Dutch-speaking population in Belgium. Indeed, even though Dutch was a dominant language on Belgian territory, French became the sole official language throughout the entire central administration of Belgium, which created discrimination and feelings of injustice among the Dutch-speaking population. This, as explained by Fahrat, Rosoux and Poirier (2014), ‘triggered the emergence of the so-called “Flemish movement” against the French-speaking elite and was intensified by the socio-economic disparities between the French-speaking provinces in early industrialized Wallonia and the Dutch-speaking areas plagued by large-scale poverty’ (Fahrat et al., 2021, p. 394). 

			The situation of structural inequality between the two linguistic communities generated a long series of territorial conflicts and protests during the 1950s and 1960s and triggered a series of constitutional reforms, which started in the 1970s and culminated in the creation of a Belgian federal state in 1993. Subsequent constitutional reforms have also taken place to deepen and diversify the process of Belgian federalization. The move from a unitary state to a federal state led to a situation often described as the ‘paradox of federalism’ (Erk and Anderson, 2009) which both tempered existing feelings of resentment and created new ones: it created a situation where ‘granting autonomy to the linguistic groups was initially considered a means of pacifying ethnolinguistic tensions, but at the same time it also legitimized and exacerbated the underlying identity conflicts’ (Pascolo et al., 2021). Throughout the federalization of Belgium, resentment significantly evolved along with the evolution of the socio-economic disparities between the north and the south of the country; while the Walloon region had long been the economic powerhouse of Belgium, the situation began to reverse in the aftermath of World War II, with Flanders rising to become one of the wealthiest regions of Western Europe, and Wallonia becoming one of the poorest. 

			As a result, the resentment observed in Belgium today is multifaceted. It is expressed, among other ways, by a reaction to a federalization process which is perceived as going too far by some, but mostly as not going far enough by others, in particular in the north where citizens feel that they are contributing an unfair or disproportionate amount towards a federal state that they no longer believe in. These feelings have been particularly well channelled by the Flemish nationalist party N-VA and the far-right party Vlaams Belang, both claiming to protect the interests of the Flemish population as their number one priority, and who have been enjoying very high levels of popularity in recent years. 

			Across both communities, another type of resentment has also emerged in reaction to the loss of purchasing power, the rise of unemployment and the general decline of living conditions experienced by a section of the middle-class Belgian population. These feelings found a direct site of expression in the Yellow Vests movement in the years 2018—2019, which gave a voice to broader feelings of resentment among the Belgian population and combined a range of heterogeneous political identities.

			Third, and relatedly, the socio-economic inequalities that characterize Belgium find a particular materialization in Brussels, which is important to highlight for the purpose of situating our study of resentment in the Belgian context (and in Brussels in particular, where some of our empirical field work was carried out). Although the average income in Brussels is higher than in other regions, Brussels remains the poorest region of Belgium, when one considers the amount of citizens at risk of–or experiencing–poverty: the proportion of individuals living below the poverty line amounts to 25% in Brussels, versus 9% in Flanders and 18% in Wallonia (Englert et al., 2021). Brussels is also marked by strong disparities of income and other types of discrimination linked to gender and race, inherited from Belgium’s migration history and colonial past. Brussels is a highly multicultural and diverse city; the demographic figures of 2022 for Brussels show that 59% of its population holds a non-Belgian identity (a figure that is based on a person’s nationality at birth) (IBSA & Statbel, 2022), a socio-demographic situation that is instrumentalized by radical-right and nationalist parties to fuel further resentment based on anti-immigration sentiments.

			To be sure, the different dimensions of Belgium’s federal structure and history, and the specificity of the socio-economic inequalities that cut across Belgian society are not the sole explanation for the resentment we observe, nor, we want to stress, the main focus of our book. However, these elements are crucial pointers to situate our findings in the Belgian socio-economic and political context. 

			Throughout the chapters of this volume, contributors to the project will illustrate, document and unpack different facets of citizens’ resentment towards politics in the Belgian context (in the years 2018—2022). Collectively, these contributions fulfil an important empirical objective of documenting multiple facets of resentment in a context of deepening democratic crisis. They also contribute to ongoing conceptualizations of resentment and normative discussions about its implications for democracy and society. Lastly, the book has a strong methodological ambition in the sense that, by pooling together teams and researchers from different epistemological backgrounds, it provides a tentative roadmap for future political scientists eager to take our study of resentment further. The innovation of our work lies partly in the questions we have asked, the combination of approaches we have brought together, and the way we proceeded collectively to provide answers. As such, and because of the multiple objectives pursued by this edited volume, the chapters below inform ongoing work on resentment beyond Belgium and provide the grounds for comparative analyses with other political and socio-economic contexts. 

			
			About this book

			Bitter-Sweet Democracy is a testimony to the complexity, contradictions, and ambivalences we observe in the relationship of citizens to politics in Belgium. Yes, there is resentment across society, but there is also a lot of hope. Yes, democracy is sometimes perceived as ‘fake’, an ‘illusion’; a site of betrayal and exclusion; but democracy also remains an ideal to strive for, and a semantic signifier that remains associated in citizens’ minds with the values of equality and freedom. 

			This edited volume presents a series of findings and results that attempt to bridge the gap between the language of political affect, emotions and affectivity, and core political science concepts such as congruence, democratic preferences, and legitimacy. It is also an attempt to strike a balance between providing a consistent approach and a thread that ties the chapters together, and offering a celebration of the differences and the diversity–in content and form–between them. In the following chapters, the contributors document political resentment through one or several of its emotional components; by investigating resentment’s conceptual entourage (for instance, feelings of being represented, incongruence, democratic preferences, protest); or zooming in on morality and the temporal aspects or resentment; identifying who the resentful citizens are and how resentment leads to different democratic preferences and imaginaries. 

			In Chapter 2, Randour, Verhaegen and De Mulder show how the multifaceted concept of resentment has been approached and studied throughout the RepResent project, using different methods and gathering different types of data–mainly, surveys and focus groups. The chapter reviews the different methodological steps from different parts of the project that have followed an iterative logic based on the conceptual evolution of resentment, its understanding, and its mobilization. The chapter first discusses the use of quantitative and deductive methods for the study of resentment, and more precisely the application of different surveys, types of questions and their rationale. Second, the chapter discusses the use of qualitative and inductive methods in the study of resentment. Third, the chapter presents how qualitative and quantitative methods were combined, integrating insights from focus group research in the development of new survey questions. The chapter concludes with an assessment of the different approaches and the theoretical and methodological challenges associated with the study of political resentment. The general methodological appendix at the end of the book gathers some of the main methodological aspects related to the project and will serve as a methodological reference for the remainder of the chapters.

			In Chapter 3, Feitosa, Baudewyns, Pilet and Talukder attempt to delineate who the resentful citizens are in Belgium by identifying and discussing where, i.e., across which socio-economic and demographic variables, resentment lies in society. Using data from the 2021 RepResent cross-sectional survey, the authors explore the distribution of resentment across five dimensions: gender, age, education, vote choice, and region of residence. The findings indicate significant variations in resentment levels among different age groups: resentment is highest among the middle-aged population rather than younger individuals. Additionally, there are remarkable differences across vote choices, with protest voters exhibiting higher levels of resentment compared to other voters. However, no substantial differences are observed when considering gender, educational levels, or regions of residence. These results also lead to a discussion of the specific situation of marginalized groups and reveal that protest voters experience a profound sense of exclusion from the political system.

			After setting the scene, the book continues by including a series of chapters that empirically examine some of the emotional and behavioural dimensions of resentment. In Chapter 4, Bettarelli, Close, Jacobs and Van Haute investigate the affective complexity of resentment and how it relates to different types of political behaviour. Using the 2019 RepResent Voter Panel Survey, this chapter investigates the affective complexity of resentment and its impact on protest behaviour, understood as non-electoral protest participation and protest voting. It focuses on the combination of two core emotions towards politics and their intensity levels: anger and hope. Five groups that vary in their intensity of anger and hope are distinguished: neutral, high-intensity hopeful, high-intensity angry, high-intensity emotive, and apathetic. The results of these analyses show that different emotional clusters guide distinct types of protest actions. Apathy leads to ‘exit’ and decreases the probability of protest participation and protest voting. Citizens experiencing high-intensity anger turn away from mainstream parties and are more likely to vote for protest parties. The combination of high intensities of anger and hope motivates the expression of resentment through non-electoral protest actions. These findings reaffirm the significance of the affective dimension of political action, and support a conception of affective arrangements in which emotions combine to produce political outcomes. Finally, they interrogate the relevance of common binaries and distinctions that classify emotions as either positive or negative.

			In Chapter 5, van der Does, Amara-Hammou and Talukder dive into the political dissatisfaction of people in socio-economic difficulties and marginalized situations, and discuss the objects of their political dissatisfaction, i.e., the political institutions and practices they are resentful about. People who face socio-economic disadvantages tend to be underrepresented in politics. Drawing on both survey data and focus group discussions conducted among socio-economically disadvantaged people in Brussels, the authors find that socio-economically disadvantaged people are generally more resentful, but this research also underlines the difficulty of reaching these groups, and the importance of deploying qualitative research methods and having a continuous presence in the field. The analyses of the focus groups specifically show that the targets of participants’ resentment were mostly local actors and that expressions of resentment seemed tied to the experience of concrete problems. Second, even though resentment manifested itself in frustration, disappointment, and, at times, indifference towards politics, it also went hand in hand with at least some hope that politics could offer a solution to societal challenges. Most strikingly, and in contrast to some common assumptions about resentment and anti-establishment attitudes, participants wanted to be heard by existing representatives and sought to deepen their relationships with them rather than rejecting them entirely. 

			In Chapter 6, Lefevere, van Erkel, Walgrave, Jennart, Baudewyns and Rihoux take a different perspective and study resentment in relation to the political concept of ‘incongruence’. In particular, the authors investigate the relation between voters’ policy incongruence–the mismatch between their own preferences and parties’ preferences–and resentment. Here, Lefevere et al. hypothesize that incongruence is positively related to resentment: the more incongruent voters are with either their own preferred party (egotropic incongruence) or the whole party system (sociotropic incongruence), the less likely it is that voters will expect policy that aligns with their preferences, and thus benefits them. Such incongruence likely fosters resentment. The authors further hypothesize that the relation between incongruence and resentment is moderated by voters’ knowledge of parties’ positions on different issues. Using some of the 2019 survey data from the RepResent project (the 2019 Panel Survey Data and the 2019 survey with party chairs), the authors find no support for the hypothesized relationship between incongruence and resentment. Rather, the authors find strong indications that citizens’ knowledge of a party’s position moderates the relation between incongruence and resentment. This indicates that it does not just matter that citizens are incongruent with their preferred party and/or the party system, but also that they know they are incongruent. More broadly, their findings have important implications for a deeper understanding of resentment and its distribution across society, in particular with regard to unequal access to information and inequalities of education, for example.

			In the last part of the book, the authors zoom in on the relationship between resentment and crises of democracy, and explore how resentful citizens imagine democracy to be, and how they hope it could and should be. In Chapter 7, De Mulder engages with resentment and the ‘crisis of representative democracy’ by investigating what may be one of its key underlying causes: citizens’ feelings of (un)representation. Using data from the 2021 Belgian election survey and drawing on an innovative measure of feeling represented, this chapter first examines how well citizens feel represented. The results show that, while the majority of citizens feel represented by at least some representatives, more than a third do not feel represented by anyone. Second, De Mulder shows that feeling unrepresented by any politician or party goes together political resentment resulting in disengagement: people who show low levels of trust, high levels of anger and hopelessness and are more likely to abstain from voting. By contrast, citizens who feel unrepresented by most politicians, yet who do feel represented by at least some of them, experience a more engaged kind of resentment as they are no longer likely to abstain nor likely to feel hopeless. Lastly, De Mulder highlights that feelings of being unrepresented by all politicians and parties are especially prevalent among historically disadvantaged groups, which carries important implications for our understanding of resentment in relation to inequalities and to the democratic ideal of equality. 

			Drawing on the affective turn in social sciences and increasing scholarly attention to political temporalities, in Chapter 8, Knops, Mercenier and Severs investigate the entanglement between feelings of injustice, resentment and time in citizens’ discourses on politics. Based on a qualitative analysis of focus groups with activists (in the Yellow Vests and Youth for Climate movement) and with individuals interviewed during the COVID-19 pandemic (employees of the cultural sector and students), the findings highlight different temporal facets of citizens’ resentment and situate their discontent as the result of clashing temporalities: between the temporalities of capitalism and human societies, and between different temporalities that structure politics within the boundaries of representative democracy. The chapter sheds light on the relevance of adopting an affective-temporal lens to understand citizens’ resentment within a broader macro-political context in which the crisis of representative democracy is playing out. 

			In Chapter 9, Knops, Sanhueza, Severs and Deschouwer present a citizen-centred analysis of the meaning of democracy. While citizens’ dissatisfaction with contemporary democracy has become somewhat commonplace, scholars routinely struggle to make sense of citizens’ critiques and expectations of representative democracy. In this context, the authors attempt to account for the diverse and potentially contradictory beliefs that citizens may hold towards representative democracy, by advancing a citizen-led analysis of the concept of ‘democracy’. Drawing on 4,366 responses to an open question ‘what does democracy mean to you?’ formulated in two Belgian national surveys (2009 and 2019), the chapter shows that citizens’ accounts of democracy have changed over time. While representation was central to respondents’ reflections in 2009, in 2019 they more frequently defined democracy in relation to elections and rules of decision-making. The findings also show that citizens’ resentment correlates with these concerns and gives expression to unmet expectations. The authors identify three resentful tropes of democracy: democracy is unfair, democracy is fake, and democracy is cold-hearted.

			In Chapter 10, Verhaegen, Van Ingelgom, Knops, Celis and Amara-Hammou further contribute to our understanding of resentment by asking two sets of questions. First, the chapter inquires what resentful citizens identify as problematic in the current functioning of democracy, and what they are resentful about. Second, the chapter asks what resentful citizens’ (anti-)democratic preferences are, and what alternative democratic designs they prefer. These questions are answered using survey data of representative samples of Flemish and Walloon citizens, focus groups with resentful citizens, and democratic theory. The analyses show that respondents with higher levels of political resentment show lower satisfaction with the way in which democracy works, hold more populist attitudes, are more likely to vote blank or abstain, and are more supportive of referenda and citizen fora. Authors show that the latter democratic innovations may attract the support of resentful citizens because of their perceived novelty and because they mark a shift away from the ‘distrusted representatives’, but this also shows that resentful citizens have not lost all hope in representative institutions. The chapter wraps up by offering a speculative discussion on recursive and reflexive representative relationships as a pathway for democratic reform. 

			The book concludes with a final chapter, Chapter 11, which pursues a dual objective. On the one hand, it brings together the key empirical and conceptual findings on resentment presented throughout the book; on the other hand, it draws on these findings to define new conceptual boundaries around resentment and open paths for future research on resentment and democracy, and on emotions and politics more broadly. 
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						1	In French, Cynthia Fleury says: ‘La frustration se développe sur un terreau du droit à’.


						2	Didier Fassin distinguishes in this regard resentment from ‘ressentiment’ but situates both emotions in the context of the emotions that were expressed in the post-Apartheid South-African context to denote the reality of the perpetuation of ‘racial, gender and spatial disparities born of a very long period of colonial and apartheid white domination.’ (Fassin, 2013). On resentment and ressentiment: the politics and ethics of moral emotions. Current Anthropology, 54(3), 249-267.


						3	RepResent is a research team of political scientists from the University of Antwerp, Université Catholique de Louvain, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Université Libre de Bruxelles and KU Leuven. The consortium was funded jointly by FWO and FNRS under their Excellence of Science Program fostering fundamental research collaborations between universities of the Flemish and French-speaking communities. For an overview of the principal investigators and other researchers in the RepResent consortium see: https://represent-project.be/ 


						4	Throughout the book, contributors draw to various extents on the survey data and include in their analyses different sections of the total survey data. In addition to the four waves of the panel survey data, two “cross-sectional” surveys were carried out (see the general methodological appendix).


						5	Amara-Hammou, Kenza, Knops, Louise, Petit, Guillaume, Randour, François, Mercenier, Heidi, van der Does, Ramon, Verhaegen, Soetkin, Celis, Karen, Deschouwer, Kris, Rihoux, Benoît, Van Ingelgom, Virginie (2020). RepResent Focus Group Dataset: Representation and Democratic Resentment in Belgium, Excellence of science project (EOS)-FNRS-FWO funding n°G0F0218N (2018-2022).


						6	The books in French and Dutch, as well as other publications, are freely accessible: https://represent-project.be/results/ 


						7	Cramer shows that resentment vis-à-vis other groups of citizens defines the ways in which citizens relate to political institutions. Norgaard explains how modern societies manage to carry on with their ‘lives, practically unchanged’ through different types of denial.


						8	The conceptual discussions were primarily driven by Work Package 3 of the RepResent team, including Guillaume Petit (UCLouvain/VUB), Kenza Amara-Hammou (VUB), Heidi Mercenier (UCLouvain/VUB), François Randour (UNamur/UCLouvain), Virginie Van Ingelgom (UCLouvain), Soetkin Verhaegen (UCLouvain), Karen Celis (VUB), Louise Knops (UCLouvain/VUB), and Ramon van der Does (UCLouvain) and draws on an earlier working paper prepared by Heidi Mercenier and Louise Knops ‘Unpacking the concept of resentment: A theoretical and methodological introduction’, 15 June 2021.


						9	They are necessarily anonymous; readers can get an idea of the range of individuals who helped us in this way from Appendices 2 and 3 of Chapter 2. 


						10	As well explained by anthropologist Didier Fassin, this difference can be traced back to different philosophical traditions, and designates different types of affective reactions. While the former (resentment) seems to derive from Adam Smith’s theory of moral sentiments, and is linked to frustration and acrimony, the latter (ressentiment) finds its roots in the work of Nietzsche and is related to historical situations of oppression and domination. Ure (2015) suggests a normative differentiation between what he calls ‘moral and socio-political resentment’, emphasizing the situation of resentment as part of the affective ‘equipment’ of social life (and hence overall a ‘good’ emotion), as distinct from a kind of pathologizing and ontological ‘ressentiment’ that results in hatred, passivity, and impotence (seen largely as a ‘negative’ emotion). 


						11	Belgium has experienced a series of governmental crises, in particular over issues of federal and constitutional reform, sometimes leaving the country without a federal government for over a year. It took 494 days after the general election of May 2019 for Belgium to have a federal government.


				

			


OEBPS/font/TeXGyrePagella-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/image/obp.0401.jpg
BIRMERIS WEET
DEMOCRACY?

ANALYZING
CITIZENS
RESENTMENT
TOWARDS
POLITICS

IN BELGIUM

EpiTep BY Louise KNops, KAREN
CeLis, VIRGINIE VAN INGELGOM,
Heibi MERCENIER AND FRANCOIS
RANDOUR






OEBPS/font/TeXGyrePagella-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/CalifornianFB-Reg.TTF


OEBPS/image/CC-BY-NC.png





OEBPS/image/OA_circle_text.png





OEBPS/image/OBP_logo_color.png
OpenBook
Pubhshersm





OEBPS/font/TeXGyrePagella-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/TeXGyrePagella-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/CalifornianFB-Italic.TTF


