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Discourse & Politics

• New “discursive institutionalism”
=>Discourses matter in politics
“ They exert a causal influence in political reality and,
thereby, engender institutional change (or continuity)”
(Schmidt, 2008:306)

• Discourse
≠ panacea for explaining all institutional changes
= must be taken seriously as part of the story
(Panizza and Miorelli, 2013)
=> Discourses contribute to explain institutional changes
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Assessing the impact of discourse on citizens’ 
preferences of federalism

• Discourse on Belgium federalism has evolved since the 1960s:

From the “F word” to acceptance towards confederalism
(Deschouwer 2015).

• How discourses affect citizens’ own representations and
preferences about Beglium federalism?

-Representation: the way federalism is objectified and anchored in
voter’s mind.

-Preferences: institutional preferences about regional autonomy.

• For that purpose, metaphors constitue a strong heuristic tools
to analyse how citizens’ pref & rep are affected by discourses.

-B. De Wever: ”Wallonia is like a Junkie vis-à-vis financial transfers”.
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The effects of metaphor: 
an interdisciplinary approach

• Impact of metaphor is a crucial question in CL
– CMT (Lakoff & Johnson 1980)
– Metaphors have the ability of highlighting and hiding

specific aspects of a target concept

• Framing
– “[…] select[ing] some aspects of a perceived reality and 

mak[ing] it more salient in a communicating text, in such a 
way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal 
interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment 
recommendation for the described item” (Entman, 1993, 
p. 52) 

• Production > reception
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CRIME

MORE SOCIAL INTEGRATION

MORE REPRESSION

Thibodeau & Boroditsky 2011, 2013



Methodology

• Experimental design: protocol
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FREE DESCRIPTION TASK 
Describe Beglian federalism in 
your own terms

POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS Which political function can you fulfill without 
being directly elected?

ATTITUDE “To what extent should Flemish people and 
Walloon people live together in the same country?

“Belgium is like a couple, a better communication will 
pacify the relations between Flemish and Walloon 
people

PERSONAL INFO

INPUT
Tetris metaphor (text and/or image)



7



The Belgian tetris

From 1831 to 1970, Belgium came down to the central state, the
provinces and the municipalities. Except for the prerogatives attributed
to the local authorities, the State was taking care of everything. In 1970,
the constituent power created new institutions: communities and
regions. And every state reform has been the occasion to take
competences from the state (from there on called the federal state) to
attribute them to federal authorities. This is the big Belgian Tetris,
where we see the upper floor that is falling apart (decomposing) , block
by block, at the benefit of other authorities. In certain cases, the
legislator is transferring homogeneous blocks (like education, attributed
to the communities in 1989). In other cases, it is only transferring some
elements of a competence (it’s the case of the tax system: the federal
state remains competent but assigned certain prerogatives to the
federal entities). From now on, we therefore make a distinction between
three types of competences. The ones that are exclusively exercised by
the federal state (like Defense, for example). The ones that are
exclusively exercised by the Regions and Communities (Education, Town
planning, Public works, and so on). An the ones for which each power
has a possibility of intervention. In the domain of employment, for
instance, the (federal) State is competent for certain domains
(unemployment legislation, for instance) and the Regions are competent
for other ones (training courses of unemployed people). 8



Methodology

• Experimental design: 4 groups (students)
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Causal mechanism



Hypotheses

Without metaphors, student participants would
behave like the average “French-speaking voters”.

-H1: In absence of metaphor, community accounts
would prevail in participants’ representations of
Belgian federalism.

-H2: In absence of metaphor, participants are more
unitarist while participants exposed to metaphor
are more regionalist.
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Two depend variables: 
operationalization

• Representation of federalism: participants’ 
free task in their ‘own words’ (Lexical analysis)

• Institutional preference: devolution scale 0-10

=>Linear regression: controlling for Walloon and 
Belgian identities (0-10), political knowledge (0-
5), political interest (0-10), gender (ref=female 
students).
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(1) Results: 
Participants’ representations of federalism
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(2) Results: 
Participants’ constitutional preferences
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Discussion
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