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Abstract
Later years have seen the growth of a vibrant theoretical discussion on agonistic peace and the importance
of creating space for contestation, plurality, and dissensus post-accord. However, there has been very
few attempts at embedding agonistic theory in empirical analyses of peace agreements. This study attends
to that lacuna by investigating how agonistic principles can be integrated and investigated in peace
agreements. We suggest a threefold set of indicators for assessing the degree to which peace agreements
are invested with agonistic dynamics: (1) what types of spaces for interaction are offered post-accord;
(2) what forms of inclusion are stipulated; and (3) how is the peace agreement framed in terms of conflict
termination and consensus/dissensus? We illustrate how the various indicators could be put into motion
in concrete analyses applying them to examples from the Oslo Accords, the Belfast Agreement, and the
Colombian Peace Agreement. Finally, we discuss four dilemmas and problematiques of integrating
agonistic ideas in peace agreements; the issue of power, the mixing of agonistic and liberal ideals in
peace agreements, the principle of ‘nothing is agreed until everything is agreed’ and the related double-
edged potential of constructive ambiguity and finally the challenges of implementing peace agreements.
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Introduction
The literature on conflict resolution has traditionally been characterised by a liberal logic of find-
ing rational, win-win solutions to conflict that meet the needs of all parties and transcend incom-
patibilities.1 While it is often stressed that conflicts are neither good nor bad, but potentially both
constructive and destructive depending on how they are handled, efforts to deal with conflict in
constructive ways rarely leave space for passions, conflict, and contestation.2 Oftentimes the rem-
edy to conflicts has been sought in the creation of peace agreements and postconflict strategies
striving for consensus and univocal agreements on understandings of the past. Such an approach
underlines the necessity to go beyond parties’ official positions and make all involved actors elab-
orate on underlying interests, which can be negotiated into a commonly agreed framework with
the possibility to bring advantages to all.

© The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the British International Studies Association. This is an Open
Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which
permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

1See, for example, Roger Fisher and William Ury, Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In (New York,
NY: Penguin, 1991); Johan Galtung, Transcend and Transform: An Introduction to Conflict Work (Boulder, CO:
Paradigm, 2004).

2Louis Kriesberg, Realizing Peace: A Constructive Conflict Approach (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2015).
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This study instead takes its point of departure in the literature on agonistic peace that
recognises conflict as an ontological condition and holds dissensus as an ideal.3 The body of
scholarship affiliated with this concept challenges the liberal predisposition in the conflict reso-
lution and reconciliation literature. In line with Chantal Mouffe’s4 writings on radical democracy,
the approach presupposes contestation to be not only inevitable but also crucial for progressive
societies. The underlying principles of agonistic theory thus differ significantly from
consensus-oriented ones inherent in theorising on, for example, deliberative democracy5 where
unity and consensus are seen as ultimate virtues that should be sought through rational and
objective procedures.6 Instead, agonistic theory is based on the idea of dissensus as a progressive
source of social life.7 Since consensual peace is not only impossible in this line of thought, but
also undesirable, it is suggested that transitional justice and peace agreements neither can nor
should be initiated to end conflict. Instead, these arrangements should strive for the subsuming
of antagonistic violent enemy relations into respect among adversaries, yet always keeping non-
violent conflict, plurality, and dissensus at the core of that relationship.

The puzzle for this article is to detangle how theoretical ideals about agonism and contestation
can be written into a peace agreement and leave imprints on peacebuilding efforts in post-accord
societies. Peace agreements are per definition related to some form of consensus and agreement
and is based on a ‘moment of decision’8 in the peace talks. Yet, as John Paul Lederach9 has stated,
it is not the actual agreement in the form of a piece of paper that will ensure the subsequent peace
but rather the degree to which the post-accord society has created suitable spaces for further
handling conflicts. The challenge is therefore to incorporate agonistic principles into peace
agreements that will allow spaces where the parties can continue passionate, yet non-violent
and ever-political conflict post-accord. While the recent theoretical discussion on agonism and
its relationship to understandings of peace has been vibrant and scores high in terms of theoret-
ical sophistication, the question of how to implement agonistic ideas and ideals in practice,
especially in peace agreements, is still left unanswered.10

This study attends to that gap by theorising three indicators for agonism in peace agreements
and discussing how peace accords can draw up trajectories where relationships can remain
plural and conflictual, yet non-violent and regulated by agreed-upon principles. The main
tenets of inquiry regard first, public and institutional spaces, designated to include agonistic
dynamics, second inclusionary principles, that is, who is to be included and according to
which identity principles and third, the framing of the agreement in terms of its goals of ending
conflict or alternatively to promote conflict and dissensus. Our aim is to equip the indicators with
generalisable features for further use in analyses of peace agreements in a variety of political
contexts.11

3Rosemary E. Shinko, ‘Agonistic peace: A postmodern reading’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 36:3 (2008),
available at: {https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298080360030501}.

4Chantal Mouffe, On the Political (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2005); Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World
Politically (London, UK: Verso, 2013).

5See also Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, Democracy and Disagreement (Cambridge, UK: Belknap, 1996).
6Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically, p. 4.
7Mouffe, On the Political; Andrew Schaap, Political Reconciliation (London, UK: Routledge, 2005).
8Mouffe, On the Political.
9John Paul Lederach, The Moral Imagination: The Art and Soul of Building Peace, The Moral Imagination: The Art and

Soul of Building Peace (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2005).
10See also Jenny H. Peterson, ‘Creating space for emancipatory human security: Liberal obstructions and the potential of

agonism’, International Studies Quarterly, 57:2 (2013), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1111/isqu.12009}.
11This article, as well as other projects linking agonistic thought to empirical analysis, carry an inescapable tension since

agonism is a normative ideal that may or may not rhyme well with analytical aspirations. However, we want to make it clear
that the main aim of this article is empirical as we seek to carve out and discuss how peace accords can be analysed in line
with agonistic principles.
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To illustrate how agonistic principles are to be understood and applied in practice, we bring in
examples from three peace agreements: the Oslo Agreements,12,13 the Belfast Agreement14 and
the Colombian Peace Agreement,15 which function as testing grounds for the indicators. These
three cases have been chosen because they display quite different degrees of agonism and there-
fore serve as useful illustrative vignettes when developing analytical tools for the analysis of agon-
ism in peace agreements. Others have shown that Colombia is somewhat of a prime example in
terms of an agonistic peace agreement.16 The Oslo Agreements, in contrast, display quite low
levels of agonism,17 whereas the Belfast Agreement exhibits a more mixed picture in terms of
agonistic ideals.18 The advantage of using these three agreements also lies in their temporal
and procedural differences: The Oslo Agreements were signed in 1993 (Oslo I) and 1995
(Oslo II) and outlined an open-ended gradualist-approach to ending the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict. The Belfast Agreement was signed in 1998 and used a comprehensive approach to put an
end to ‘the Troubles’ in Northern Ireland. The newest agreement, signed to end violence in
Colombia in 2016, is the most ambitious of the three, in also outlining detailed measures for tran-
sitional justice. While none of the three peace accords were designed with formally conceptua-
lised agonistic elements in mind, they all include elements of agonism and importantly give
insight to the limits and potential of designing agonistic peace agreements.

In the following section, we unwrap main objectives and principles of agonistic peace.
Thereafter, we develop the study’s conceptual framework, where the discussion of each indicator
is followed by practical examples from the Oslo Agreements, the Belfast Agreement, and/or the
Colombian Peace Agreement. Finally, we discuss dilemmas and problematiques of integrating
agonistic principles in peace agreements and outline the study’s conclusions.

Agonistic peace
In an agonistic peace, former enemies ideally come to see themselves as ‘sharing a common sym-
bolic space’ where conflict is played out and regulated by procedures and platforms accepted by
the conflicting parties such as, in this case, a peace agreement.19 These spaces are characterised by
competitions over hegemonic power within a specific agonistic framework. New relationships are
to be fostered in which groups no longer see each other as targets for destruction, but instead view
one another as contenders whose views they disagree strongly with, yet with respect for the adver-
saries’ need for contestation.20 In that sense, the shift from antagonistic towards agonistic rela-
tions constitutes a ‘radical break with the social order that underpinned the violence of the

12‘Interim Agreement on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip (Oslo II)’ (Israel-Palestine, signed 28 September 1995);
‘Declaration of Principles on Interim Self-Government Arrangements (Oslo I)’ (Israel-Palestine, signed 13 September 1993).

13The Oslo Agreements refer to the Oslo I Accord, officially called the Declaration of Principles (DOP), signed in
Washington, DC, in 1993 and the Oslo II Accord, signed in Taba, Egypt, in 1995. From here onwards, we refer to both docu-
ments whenever the Oslo Agreements/Accords are mentioned in the article.

14‘The Belfast Agreement’ (United Kingdom-Ireland, signed 10 April 1998).
15‘Final Agreement to End the Armed Conflict and Build a Stable and Lasting Peace’ (Colombia-FARC-EP, signed 24

November 2016).
16Dawn Walsh and Emma Murphy, ‘Agonistic transitional justice: A global survey’, Third World Quarterly (2021), avail-

able at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2021.1952068}.
17Karin Aggestam, Fabio Cristiano, and Lisa Strömbom, ‘Towards agonistic peacebuilding? Exploring the antagonism–

agonism nexus in the Middle East Peace process’, Third World Quarterly, 36:9 (2015), available at: {https://doi.org/10.
1080/01436597.2015.1044961}.

18I. Bramsen, ‘Agonistic interaction in practice: Laughing, dissensus and hegemony in the Northern Ireland assembly’,
Third World Quarterly (2021), available at: {https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2021.1976631}.

19Mouffe, On the Political, p. 20; Ole Wæver and Isabel Bramsen, ‘Introduction: Revitalizing conflict studies’, in Isabel
Bramsen, Poul Poder, and Ole Wæver (eds), Resolving International Conflict: Dynamics of Escalation, Continuation and
Transformation (London, UK: Routledge, 2019).

20Schaap, Political Reconciliation; Andrew Schaap, ‘Agonism in divided societies’, Philosophy & Social Criticism, 32:2
(2006), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1177/0191453706061095}.
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past’.21 Such processes do not only concern the transformation of enemy ‘others’ into adversary
‘others’ but also enable the transformation of societal relations and/or ideologies, ideas, and
concepts. In that sense, agonistic peace also stresses the importance of altering relations of
power between the former antagonists through the agonistic struggle.22

The creation of agonistic peace is a very fine balancing act between the need for political unity
and popular demands for plurality.23 All participants in the unfolding peace process must respect
a plurality of views regarding the shaping of institutions and rules, meaning that ‘all is contest-
able’, but the very framework put in place by peacemakers for negotiating and developing rela-
tions in war-to-peace transitions cannot and will not be overhauled.24 In this way, the
agonistic approach to peace is both more and less ambitious than traditional approaches. Less
ambitious because it accepts and even encourages conflict to continue non-violently but also
highly ambitious in its requiring of a certain level of openness to difference. The latter process
is highly unsettling and a ‘riskful engagement’ as it tampers with perceived boundaries of
identity – laying bare our inherent vulnerabilities and insecurities.25 This points to not only
the psychologically challenging character but also to the intrinsically politically charged nature
of these endeavours.26

While the present analysis focuses on how to inscribe agonism into peace agreements, it is
nevertheless relevant to consider that ‘agonism itself unfolds within a larger political dynamic
that informs the very terms of its encounter.’27 Thus, questions arise of who has the power to
structure the peace negotiations and who gets to determine if and how agonistic principles are
written into peace agreements. Therefore, agonistic respect among former enemies should not
only be the outcome of a peace agreement, but an integral part of the overall peace process.
Subsequently, agonism should be understood as an ontologically shared commitment between
former antagonists on societal as well as political level. While power relations are deemed to
be omnipresent, agonism describes a relationship of simultaneous recognition and struggle.28

A key term here is subjectivity indicating that there can only be power relations if ‘the other’
is recognised as a subject who is able to act and resist against the hold placed on him/her and
to open up new possibilities within that struggle.29 Thus a ‘game of power [played] with as little
domination as possible’.30

While a variety of aspects of agonistic peace have been theorised,31 little research has investi-
gated the translation of agonistic ideas into practical propositions. With this article we take a first

21Schaap, ‘Agonism in divided societies’, p. 272.
22Michel Foucault, ‘The subject and power’, Critical Inquiry, 8:4 (1982); Shinko, ‘Agonistic peace: A postmodern reading’.
23Paulina Tambakaki, ‘The tasks of agonism and agonism to the task: Introducing Chantal Mouffe: Agonism and the pol-

itics of passion’, Parallax, 20:2 (2014), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/13534645.2014.896543}.
24James Der Derian, ‘Becoming Connolly: Critique, crossing over, and concepts’, in David Campbell and Morton

Schoolman (eds), The New Pluralism: William Connolly and the Contemporary Global Condition (London, UK: Duke
University Press, 2008), p. 277; Peterson, ‘Creating space for emancipatory human security’, p. 326.

25Kate Schick, ‘Re-cognizing recognition: Gillian Rose’s “radical Hegel” and vulnerable recognition’, Telos, 173:winter
(2015).

26Carolina Suransky and Hans Alma, ‘An agonistic model of dialogue’, Journal of Constructivist Psychology, 31 (2018),
available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/10720537.2017.1298487}.

27Shinko, ‘Agonistic peace: A postmodern reading’, p. 487.
28Foucault, ‘The subject and power’.
29Shinko, ‘Agonistic peace: A postmodern reading’.
30Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (London, UK: Allen Lane: Penguin, 1977), p. 298.
31Sarah Maddison and Rachael Diprose, ‘Conflict dynamics and agonistic dialogue on historical violence: A case from

Indonesia’, Third World Quarterly, 39:8 (2018); John Nagle, ‘From the politics of antagonistic recognition to agonistic peace-
building: An exploration of symbols and rituals in divided societies’, Peace & Change: A Journal of Peace Research, 39:4
(2014); Bahar Rumelili and Ayşe Betül Çelik, ‘Ontological insecurity in asymmetric conflicts: Reflections on agonistic
peace in Turkey’s Kurdish issue’, Security Dialogue, 48:4 (2017), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1177/0967010617695715};
Shinko, ‘Agonistic peace: A postmodern reading’; Lisa Strömbom, ‘Exploring prospects for agonistic encounters in conflict
zones: Investigating dual narrative tourism in Israel/Palestine’, Alternatives, 44 (2019); Lisa Strömbom, ‘Exploring analytical
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step in that regard by conceptualising how peace agreements can reflect agonistic ideals and thus
lay the ground for an agonistic peace. This conceptual development has double benefits: on the
one hand, it can help analyse the degree of agonism in a peace accord, which is a crucial part
when assessing implications of the agreement long term; on the other hand, it can serve as
vital input for policymakers and practitioners when thinking about alternative routes when
drafting peace accords.

Agonistic peace can be investigated on different levels of analysis, from elite to grassroots’
endeavours.32 In this study, we take formal peace agreements as a starting point, which, although
negotiated at the elite level, have decisive consequences for the whole society post-accord if/when
implemented, including for potential grassroots activities. In that regard, we suggest a primary
focus on the ‘who’ and the ‘how’ in creation of agonistic spaces in peace agreements. That implies
a discussion focused on the groups (for example, minorities, paramilitaries, or armed groups) to
be included in peace agreements and the principles according to which they are to interact.
Through this theory development we contribute to filling the ‘institutional deficit’ that for
long has been an inherent weakness within agonistic theory.33 Furthermore, our development
of tenets of agonistic peace corroborates knowledge on specific dynamics of that kind of
peace – a peace that comes into being through contestational dialogue, pluralism, and incorpor-
ation of dissent. By doing so, we substantiate the peace concept with tangible elements, in con-
trast to the sometimes bluntly put positive/negative peace divide, where peace is mainly defined in
negative terms, as either lacking direct violence (negative peace) or being freed of structural and
cultural violence (positive peace).34

Agonistic dimensions of peace agreements
In what follows we unwrap three central aspects of peace agreements: agonistic spaces, agonistic
inclusion, and agonistic framing. Spaces are material in terms of actual output of the peace agree-
ment, whereas framing is more ideational and may have important consequences for how conflict
is understood post-accord societies. Inclusion is both ideational and material in concerning who
is included and how those included are framed. The three elements are interconnected but also
distinct, and a peace agreement may well ‘score high’ in one category and not the others. We will
demonstrate the utility of each dimension by using examples from Colombia’s, Northern
Ireland’s, and/or Israel-Palestine’s peace agreements.

Agonistic spaces
One of the most central elements of an agonistic approach is the proposal of platforms and insti-
tutions where conflict can be continued post-accord by means of dialogue and passionate con-
testation.35 Institutional development is an underdeveloped area in agonistic research,36 which
too often has been solely preoccupied with the broader ethos and spirit of societal relations.37

avenues for agonistic peace’, Journal of International Relations and Development, 23:4 (2020), available at: {https://doi.org/
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41268-019-00176-6}.

32Strömbom, ‘Exploring analytical avenues for agonistic peace’.
33Manon Westphal, ‘Overcoming the institutional deficit of agonistic democracy’, Res Publica, 25:2 (2019), availabe at:

{https://doi.org/10.1007/s11158-018-9397-2}.
34Dustin N. Sharp, ‘Positive peace, paradox, and contested liberalisms’, International Studies Review, 22 (2020).
35Marko Lehti, The Era of Private Peacemakers: A New Dialogic Approach to Mediation (New York, NY: Springer, 2018);

Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically.
36Thomas Fossen, ‘Agonism and the law’, Philosophy & Social Criticism, 38:3 (2012), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1177/

0191453711430932}; David R. Howarth, ‘Ethos, agonism and populism: William Connolly and the case for radical democ-
racy’, The British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 10:2 (2008), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-856x.
2007.00308.x}; Westphal, ‘Overcoming the institutional deficit of agonistic democracy’.

37See also Schaap, ‘Agonism in divided societies’; Tambakaki, ‘The tasks of agonism and agonism to the task’.
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Manon Westphal draws up an intriguing way of thinking about agonism as conflict regulation and
how mechanisms of regulation can be understood in relation to institutions. Inspired by that
approach, we argue that peace agreements can be drafted and analysed with an eye to how
and in what way they provide institutional spaces for agonistic interactions and relations. The
goal is not to meticulously spell out how institutions should be designed according to principles
of agonism, since there will always be a substantial element of context-related circumstances that
need to be considered. Instead, one can distil ideas conductive for the creation of institutions that
will increase the agonistic character of the polity from agonistic theory’s specific visions for
political responses to conflicts.38

For hegemony to be continuously subjected to dissent and contestation, spaces for interaction
must be provided and safeguarded. Formal institutions to be rearranged in the aftermath of vio-
lent conflict should include representative bodies on national and municipal levels and arrange-
ments of meetings and negotiation-forums on mid- and grassroots levels, which can bring input
to the peace process from social movements, non-governmental organisations, and religious
movements. For many years, conflict resolution has diverted its elite focus to encompass multi-
track peace processes, where track 1 (elite), track 2 (civil society actors) and track 3 (grassroots)
are seen as valuable forums which need to be equally addressed and linked in various ways to
create a lasting peace.39 For a peace agreement to incorporate agonistic features thoroughly
and not just at surface level, all these three levels must be addressed and invested with agonistic
dynamics.

For an agreement to promote agonistic peace, it is not only important that it enables former
enemies to interact but also how this interaction is envisioned, shifting focus to the dialogical
characteristics of agonistic spaces. Recently, scholarship has developed the idea of agonistic dia-
logue. In order for dialogues to be invested with agonistic features, they should be intense, that is,
occur frequently, sustained over time, meaning that they should have a long-term and continuous
character, and relational,40 implying that all parties ought to engage in exchanges even though
they might not at all times agree with the content or direction of the dialogue. This conceptual-
isation invites each participant to ‘incorporate concerns of oneself and of the other in their own
perspective, even when they continue to disagree’41 and entails the principle of ‘always listen to the
other side’,42 with respect, no matter how conflictual that claim may be. Agonistic, dissensual dia-
logue, or ‘multilogue’43 thus harbours a plurality of views and voices and bears the characteristic
of being open-ended and unfinished. Hence, people engaging in agonistic dialogues are invited to
have a say about the different norms and inclusion principles under which they are to be
subjected.

Finally, peace agreements should propose not only formal, political platforms but also ensure
space for resistance, such as allowing peaceful protest and activism and providing a space for dis-
sident voices to interact with the political elite level, that is, promoting bottom-up, agonistic public
spaces44 where the conflict and societal relations can be contested and discussed. This conception
invites us to think of space not as singular but as a multiplicity of discursive areas where conten-
tion can be carried out. Among these spaces, there is neither predetermined centre nor an under-
lying principle of unity.

38Westphal, ‘Overcoming the institutional deficit of agonistic democracy’, p. 192.
39Hugh Miall, Oliver Ramsbotham, and Tom Woodhouse, Contemporary Conflict Resolution: The Prevention,

Management and Transformation of Deadly Conflicts (Oxford, UK: Polity, 1999).
40Sarah Maddison, ‘Relational transformation and agonistic dialogue in divided societies’, Political Studies, 63:5 (2015),

available at: {https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9248.12149}.
41Maddison, ‘Relational transformation and agonistic dialogue in divided societies’, p. 1016, emphasis on the original.
42James Tully, ‘Recognition and dialogue: The emergence of a new field’, Critical Review of International Social and

Political Philosophy, 7:3 (2004), p. 74.
43Tully, ‘Recognition and dialogue: The emergence of a new field’, p. 92.
44Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically.
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In this way, a variety of demands can be turned into claims that challenge existing relations.45

Actors in those agonistic spaces can create a ‘chain of equivalence’, consisting of a (temporary)
connection between actors that have experienced disadvantages, marginalisation, and exclusion
by existing power relations due to their individual subject positions within society. Thus, agonistic
public spaces can enable the entrance of new counterhegemonic imaginaries into formal
institutions.

Spaces in the Colombian Peace Agreement and the Oslo Accords

A prime example of how agonistic spaces can be written into a peace agreement is visible in
Colombia. In many ways, that agreement reflects ideals of agonistic peace, especially when it
comes to public and institutionalised agonistic spaces. The suggested platforms for continuing
conflict post-accord in Colombian society are: (1) the political system, the Congress in particular;
(2) the media; (3) dialogue forums where the government is obliged to go into dialogue with
social movements. All three agonistic spaces are envisioned as inclusive and participatory,
which is promoted through concrete institutional and procedural changes. As regards the
Congress, institutional changes have been implemented so that the former resistance movement,
FARC, is offered seats in congress and moreover ‘political movements and parties can acquire and
retain legal status’ and, importantly to promote ‘the transition of social movements and organisa-
tions with a political role towards their establishment as political movements or parties’.
Regarding media as a platform for conflict, measures are taken to promote social movements’
ability to disseminate information and reach the broader public with their views and perspectives.
The agreement stipulates that ‘the Government undertakes to provide a closed institutional TV
channel designed for political movements and parties with legal status for the purposes of the dis-
semination of their political platforms within the context of respect for ideas and difference.’
Finally, the agreement promises ‘guarantees concerning dialogue as a state response to demonstra-
tion and protest, through the establishment of dialogue mechanisms and participative spaces …,
with mobilisation and protest being addressed democratically’. This means that social movements
are promised the right to discuss their concerns with decision-makers. Here it seems that the dia-
logical principles of intensity and relationality are fulfilled. When it comes to the durability aspect
however, the accord offers little information on how long these processes are supposed to last.

In the Oslo Agreements, the linkages to agonism are much more limited, even though they
include all three formal tracks (elite, civil society actors, and grassroots) that allow for negotia-
tions on different societal levels. Both the DOP and Oslo II are predominantly engaged with insti-
tution building and are seemingly the results of official diplomacy and negotiations between
Israeli and Palestinian representatives but also a result of ‘backchannel diplomacy’, informal
and unofficial exchange and contacts between non-state actors. DOP and Oslo II define the
task and structure of the Palestinian council, direct the establishment of a strong Palestinian
police force, and elaborate on the transfer of authorities from the Israeli military government
to ‘the council’ in specific areas. A second strong focus lies on the economic growth and eco-
nomic cooperation between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) as well as
Israel, PLO, and the wider region. Several clauses call for creating mechanisms for
Israeli-Palestinian cooperation on a wide variety of issues such as water, energy, and labour.
While all these initiatives provide institutionalised spaces and platforms for interactions, the
phrasing and language of the accords do not indicate a construction of any agonistic public
space. Furthermore, the accords do not mention the creation of any platforms designed to
pick up on contention or plurality from the public. However, when it comes to the
People-to-People programme, the accords provide a slightly different framing. Annex 6 of
Oslo II seems to include a relational perspective as it discusses dialogue and cooperation on a
civil society level that should ‘facilitate the efforts leading to full reconciliation based on the

45Tambakaki, ‘The tasks of agonism and agonism to the task’.
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agreed political process’. Here, the document mentions cultural and educational cooperation and
cooperation in enhancing dialogue and relations between the two peoples. While the DOP only
mentions a Human Resource Development and Cooperation Plan, ‘providing for joint
Israeli-Palestinian workshops and seminars, and for the establishment of joint vocational training
centres, research institutes and data banks’ and refers to the establishment of a Joint
Israeli-Palestinian Liaison Committee (Article X) to deal with issues requiring coordination,
other issues of common interest and disputes, Oslo II explicitly refers to the significance of dialogue
and interaction to increase peaceful coexistence and encourage ‘exchanges in the field of education
and by providing appropriate conditions for direct contacts between schools and educational insti-
tutions of both sides’. However, there is no explicit reference on how these dialogues and interactions
are to be facilitated and whether they are designed to be intense, sustained over time and relational.
Furthermore, Article XXII (chapter 4) explicitly states that ‘Israel and the Council shall seek to foster
mutual understanding and tolerance and shall accordingly abstain from incitement, including hos-
tile propaganda’ and that Israel and the council ‘will ensure that their respective educational systems
contribute to the peace between the Israeli and Palestinian people’. Here, the documents mention
mutual understanding and tolerance for the first and only time and only Annex 6 elaborates on
its implications. This however does not mirror profoundly agonistic principles. Rather, it displays
a thin pluralism in its focus on mutual understanding rather than contestation. Thus, even though
there is a focus on dialogue in the people-to-people programmes, the spaces for interactions as
expressed in the Oslo Accords bear very little resemblance of agonistic ideals.

Agonistic inclusion
Inclusion has become somewhat of a standard formula when trying to create political orders in
the transition from war to peace,46 and by studying principles for inclusion in peace accords, we
can discern whether these are likely to increase the agonistic character of relationships. However,
inclusion offers no inherent references with regards to whom to include or in which ways inclu-
sion should be carried out.47 Andreas T. Hirblinger and Dan M. Landau48 suggest three ways of
understanding inclusion in peace agreements: (1) open inclusion; (2) closed inclusion; and (3)
relational inclusion. An open understanding of inclusion implies ambiguous, universalistic refer-
ences to the groups to be included in the peace, such as for example ‘conflict parties’, ‘stake-
holders’, or ‘local actors’. There are no self-evident members of such groups and the collective
identification referred to as context dependent. Often these sorts of references are used to
build legitimacy and as a mean to achieve that end. In one sense, open framings can be seen
as favouring agonism as no specific group or collective is left outside. On the other hand, estab-
lishing platforms of interaction and safeguarding that all interest groups have had the possibility
to partake in these means that one has to face the task of specifying the groups that should be
engaged in institutions post-accord.49 One deficit with open references is thus that they may
be too vague in pointing out the groups to be included to safeguard ideational pluralism.

46Andreas T. Hirblinger and Dana M. Landau, ‘Daring to differ? Strategies of inclusion in peacemaking’, Security Dialogue,
51:4 (2020), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1177/0967010619893227}; Jana Krause, Werner Krause, and Piia Bränfors,
‘Women’s participation in peace negotiations and the durability of peace’, International Interactions, 44:6 (2018), available
at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2018.1492386}; Desirée Nilsson, ‘Anchoring the peace: Civil society actors in peace
accords and durable peace’, International Interactions, 38:2 (2012), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2012.
659139}; Thania Paffenholz and I. William Zartman, ‘Inclusive peace negotiations: From a neglected topic to new hype’,
International Negotiation, 24:1 (2019).

47Thania Paffenholz, ‘Civil society and peace negotiations: Beyond the inclusion–exclusion dichotomy’, Negotiation
Journal, 30:1 (2014); Paffenholz and Zartman, ‘Inclusive peace negotiations’.

48Hirblinger and Landau, ‘Daring to differ?’.
49Ibid.; Stefanie Kappler and Nicolas Lemay-Hébert, ‘Hybrid local ownership in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo: From

discursive to material aspects of ownership’, in Local Ownership in International Peacebuilding: Key Theoretical and Practical
Issues, Studies in Conflict, Development and Peacebuilding (Abingdon, Oxon, UK: Routledge, 2015).
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The notions of pluralism and inclusion in agonistic thought go beyond a thin liberal approach of
simply allowing for multiplicity, entail challenges to prevailing recognition forms,50 and are more
generous as they open up for a view in which adversaries are respected and maintained in a mode
of ‘agonistic mutuality’51. This implies a far more dynamic and ambiguous conception of social
interdependence than any passive, tolerant ‘letting the other be’52 as in more liberal understandings
of the concept.53 Sometimes references are instead made to closed reference groups, identified
according to such categories as ethnicity, gender, or religion. This type of referencing is often related
to the safeguarding of certain group rights for the sake of empowerment and protection.54Defenders
of such formulations of identity in peace agreements often claim ‘strategic essentialism’55 in order to
strengthen, for example, amarginalised group or emancipatory project. However, such formulations
also risk losing sight of differences and varying interests within groups and obscure the fact that the
closely identified groupmight share certain and important traits and/or identities with other collec-
tives excluded from that specific identification.56 This type of identity framing essentialises identities
in its disregarding of the notion that identities aremalleable and in constant flux. Agonistic theorists
would underline the need for a plurality of voices and interests in order for agonism to be possible.
However, if groups and their interests are essentialised, then agonism’s transformative potential
risks being lost, and the possibility to disrupt hegemonic identity constructions vanishes. In the
agonistic conception of relationships, the idea of identity as ‘wholeness’ must be overcome,57

since it may imply essentialised identity constructions that might stand in the way of agonism,
with a risk of impeding the imagination of a potential plurality beyond the existing social order.58

Lastly, relational principles for inclusion are the most conducive when it comes to agonism.
This type of identity reference considers power relations among actors and formulates strategies
of inclusion based on that understanding. According to this logic, collectives should be framed in
terms of their relationships to other groups. Such formulations often derive from the socio-
political context and can be expressed in terms of, for example, ‘marginalised actors’ or ‘under-
privileged groups’. This formulation of identity in peace accords emphasises that conflict
resolution must not only take direct violence seriously, but that it is as important to also address
structural violence that is often seen as underpinning conflict.59 This relational view of peace
rejects essentialised understandings of identities and contest that specific political interests
would be linked to certain collectives. Instead, the fluctuating nature of identities is stressed
together with the fact that interests cut across boundaries of for example gender, class, and eth-
nicity. To capture the complexity of identity formation, peacemakers must make sense of
deep-ranging sociopolitical aspects of conflicts, challenging asymmetric power-relations.60

Since it illuminates power imbalances and opens up for their possible transformations, the

50James Tully, ‘Struggles over recognition and distribution’, Constellations, 7:4 (2000), p. 470; Mark Wenman, ‘“Agonistic
pluralism” and three archetypal forms of politics’, Contemporary Political Theory, 2 (2003), p. 167.

51William E. Connolly, Identity/Difference: Democratic Negotiations of Political Paradox (Madison, OH: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1991), p. 166.

52William E. Connolly, ‘Beyond good and evil: The ethical sensibility of Michel Foucault’, Political Theory, 21:3 (1993),
p. 382.

53Bahar Rumelili and Lisa Strömbom, ‘Agonistic recognition as a remedy for identity backlash: Insights from Israel and
Turkey’, Third World Quarterly (2021), available at: {https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2021.1951607}.

54Hirblinger and Landau, ‘Daring to differ?’.
55Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, ‘Can the subaltern speak?’, in Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (eds),Marxism and the

Interpretation of Culture (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1988).
56Sumantra Bose, Bosnia after Dayton: Nationalist Partition and International Intervention (New York, NY: Hurst & Co.,

2002).
57Westphal, ‘Overcoming the institutional deficit of agonistic democracy’, p. 195.
58William E. Connolly, Identity, Difference: Democratic Negotiations of Political Paradox (Minneapolis, MN: University of

Minnesota Press, 2002).
59Galtung, Transcend and Transform: An Introduction to Conflict Work.
60Hirblinger and Landau, ‘Daring to differ?’, p. 5.
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relational view is thus seen as conducive to societal transformation, from which linkages to antag-
onisms channeled into agonistic relations can become visible.

The relational aspect of inclusion is very closely related to an intersectional approach to
peace.61 It investigates mutual interaction between groups but also how power is differentiated
within identity groups, emphasising power dimensions inherent in peace agreements. Studying
intersectional identity frames within peace agreements,62 implies searching for the mentioning
of, for example, aspects of gender, class, and ethnicity within the remits of one peace agreement,
where these categories are non-essentialised and potentially overlapping. If that is the case, it
should contribute to increasing the agonistic character of the imagined polity. Moreover, an inter-
sectional approach to peace accounts for inequalities along multiple identity lines embedded in
the interplay between different power systems. Therefore, peace agreements that neglect how peo-
ple are affected by power structures based on their multiple identities cannot be considered con-
ducive if the aim is to envision a move towards agonistic relations. Importantly, the concept of
intersectionality does not only refer to gender but includes many more facets of identity and dif-
ference, such as class, nationality, disability, and/or sexuality.63 Moreover, it is equally crucial to
acknowledge the multiple and intersecting boundaries along which various and fluctuating iden-
tities coalesce and are contested.64 According to that logic, peace processes and documents should
make inclusion of previously unconsidered identity constructions possible. Below, we exemplify
these dynamics in the Oslo Agreements and Belfast Agreement.

Inclusion in the Oslo Agreements and Belfast Agreement

In the Oslo Agreements closed identity framings seem to prevail. Group membership is identified
by nationality or ethnicity. Israelis and Palestinians are the only group categories that are
mentioned in the DOP and Oslo II. Except for the Annexes (3 and 4 in the DOP and 6 in
Oslo II), the mentioned identities are mainly related to the political/elite level, excluding civil
society or any other potential differences and varying interest within the respective groups.

The Belfast Agreement is quite ambiguous in terms of the identities that should be included in
negotiations and postconflict work. On the one hand, the agreement is generous with open iden-
tity framings, on the other hand, at the times when closed identity framings are mentioned, they
are quite dualistic with a focus on Unionist and Nationalist identities. When reading through the
document it seems that identity-framings are predominantly expressed in open terms with some
substantial exceptions. The agreement continuously emphasises the necessity of cross-community
support for all new institutions and decisions taken by those. However, it does not specify who is
to be included in the notion of cross-community indicating an open identity framing.

The need for integrated education and mixed housing is stressed several times and indicates an
ambition to invest in institutions such as the school-system and municipal planning-projects.
Again, we are not told which groups or types of education are to be integrated or how or for
whom housing is to be mixed. It is moreover stressed that the police service should be represen-
tative of the community as a whole, without pointing out any specific identities or groups that
need such representation. The open identity-framings also prevail in linguistic terms – the agree-
ment specifies that linguistic diversity and various ethnic communities should be viewed upon
with tolerance, respect, and understanding, but no specific languages or ethnicities are pointed
out. However, the identity aspect of nationality is frequently mentioned as an important one.
The text refers to the birthright of ‘every person born in Ireland to be part of the Irish nation’.

61Stefanie Kappler and Nicolas Lemay-Hébert, ‘From power-blind binaries to the intersectionality of peace: Connecting
feminism and critical peace and conflict studies’, Peacebuilding, 7:2 (2019), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/21647259.
2019.1588456}.

62Walsh and Murphy, ‘Agonistic transitional justice’.
63Kappler and Lemay-Hébert, ‘From power-blind binaries to the intersectionality of peace’.
64Walsh and Murphy, ‘Agonistic transitional justice’.
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Again, it is not specified if those belonging to the Irish nation should claim belonging based on
ethnic or civic traits, yet nationality seems to be a strong marker of identity and within this broad
identification lays the possibility to harbour plural and possibly intersecting identities. Since the
Irish nation is described in open terms, it is hard to distinguish who does and does not belong to
that identity category, which goes well in line with vagueness in pointing out the actual collectives
to be included in the post-accord society. The agreement has a whole section devoted to the cre-
ation of a victims’ commissions and the importance of acknowledging the suffering and meeting
the needs of the conflict’s victims of violence. Again, there is no pointing out who the victims are
or any effort to evaluate who have suffered the most which could aggravate some, but it also leaves
the question up for discussion, and could definitely be ground for heated agonistic exchanges
within the framework of the victims’ commission.

Thus, the Belfast Agreement mainly uses open identity markers, however, throughout the
document several overlapping identity frames are also expressed. For example, when it comes
to more institutional arrangements it seems to favour the conflict’s main parties in terms of
Unionists and Nationalists, which is a closed identity framing. However, under the heading of
human rights, the text stresses that public authorities in Northern Ireland should ‘carry out all
functions with due regards to the need to promote equality of opportunity in relation to religion
and political opinion; gender; race; disability; age; marital status; dependants; and sexual orien-
tation. Public bodies would be required to draw up statutory schemes showing how they
would implement this obligation.’ Here, it is clear that the parties who have signed the treaty
are aware of many different identities and interests besides the ones which might obviously be
channelled from ‘unionist’ or ‘nationalist’ political aspirations. Moreover, intersectionality is
underlined in several passages, even though it is unclear how exactly intersecting identities
could be expressed in political interest groups, for example when the parties affirm in particular
‘the right to equal opportunity in all social and economic activity, regardless of class, creed, dis-
ability, gender or ethnicity’, and ‘the right of women to full and equal political participation’.

Agonistic framing
Since a peace agreement essentially consists of words, it is highly critical which words are chosen
and how the conflict issues at stake are described. While peace agreements are commonsensically
understood to put an end to conflict, an agreement enabling and laying the ground for agonistic
peace should preferably be formulated in more open terms where the possibility of continuing
conflict nonviolently is present. Quite often, peace agreements use wordings like ‘ending conflict’
and the like, suggesting a formal starting-point of ‘peace’, when conflict is supposed to be termi-
nated. While merely being a rhetorical step, when assessing agonistic features in a peace agree-
ment, it may be pivotal to investigate if and how the conflict is described in ways that
acknowledge the continuation rather than the termination of the conflict post-accord. This
may be especially important if the agreement is communicated to the larger population as this
will shape people’s expectations about the peace to come. Framing conflict continuation or trans-
formation rather than ending may even potentially make the agreement more digestible for the
larger population and potentially bring about less (ontological) anxiety about the future, as the
parties can continue to fight for their cause, however by other means.

Likewise, agonistic framings in peace agreements should be analysed with an eye to whether it
stipulates consensus, as is often the casewithin traditional reconciliation scholarship, or if dissensus
serves as an ideal, where pluralist and conflicting viewsmight remain over time, feeding and driving
further conflict. Along the same lines, peace agreements often offer general frames of the conflict and
draw up overarching understandings of future relations. Indicators to look for in this regard are how
the agreement stipulates goals like unity, shared, common or mutual understandings – where the
common denominator is an underlying effort in support of striving towards the creation of unified
views or narratives of the conflict or political preferences. On the opposite end of the spectrum,
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agonistic principles entail safeguarding rights to voice dissent or disagreement leading to an accept-
ance of a multiplicity of potentially conflicting narratives about the conflict.

The latter search for dissensus-oriented goals goes well in line with the plea for pluralism
inherent in agonistic theory.65 Peace agreements can potentially be framed in ways that allow
plural perspectives of a given phenomenon, event or decision to be acknowledged. An agonistic,
pluralistic approach would enhance possibilities for voicing different views of history as well as
different views on root causes of conflict. In that sense, peace agreements can create meeting
places where different narratives can be discussed and ventilated, such as victims’ commissions
or commemoration ceremonies or agencies that are seen as investing the process with agonistic
elements. The way the peace accords frame the substance of the conflict in unitary (one view of
the conflict) or pluralist (plural understandings of the conflict) terms thus helps discern between
drawing up a future where plural understandings of the conflict, politics, and history can be ven-
tilated or a future that holds efforts to create unitary narratives where difference is eradicated. In
substantial terms, we can look at how the sources of conflict are described: does the text indicate a
common view of the main reasons for the conflict, or are different groups’ views taken into con-
sideration? How is the history of conflict described? Is room left for dialogue and contention
regarding the conflict’s past, or should one common story of its history be established? Here,
arrangements for discussion on core issues of the conflict are important to investigate – is
there space to discuss such issues or are they left aside for later due to their difficult and conflicted
nature? Also, what arrangements in terms of dealing with the past are put in place? Are transi-
tional justice procedures mentioned in terms of, for example, compensation of victims, and in
that case, what victims? Furthermore, is the creation of memorial forums and the like mentioned
and if so, according to which principles?

Framing in the Colombian Peace Agreement and the Belfast Agreement

While the Colombian peace agreement promotes difference in opinion and cherishes participa-
tion and critical engagement of social movements, the framing of the agreement in many ways
seems to imply that the conflict between the FARC and the government is meant to end with
the signing of the agreement. The chapter regarding reintegration and transformation of FARC
into a political party and social movement is titled ‘End of the Conflict’ and numerous times
throughout the agreement, the initiatives proposed are said to take place ‘at the end of the conflict’.
The overall impression of the agreement is that the conflict between the FARC and the government
is now solved and the agreed solution is a pluralist and inclusive society – rather than the pluralism
and participation being framed as measures to continue the fight and dispute the common future by
political means. Perhaps this is related to the practice of crafting agreements where the ‘script’ of
signing a peace agreement somehow presupposes the end of conflict and might be received with
wonder and raised eyebrows if the document frankly states that it marks the heated yet political
continuation of conflict.

Interestingly, the peace envisioned in the Colombian Peace Agreement is not only conflictual
but also ‘harmonious’. This tension between, on the one hand, respecting difference and giving
space to diversity, and on the other hand, striving towards harmonious relationships is captured
well in the phrase ‘united in diversity’, which is mentioned in the beginning of the agreement as
part of the ‘new vision of a Colombia at peace’. Similarly, it is stressed elsewhere that the parties
are committed to ‘the promotion of relations of social harmony and coexistence, on the basis of
tolerance and respect for differences, especially differences of thinking, including critical thinking,
in order to establish the bases for reconciliation, nonrecurrence, and peacebuilding’. Thus, while
critique, opposition, and difference are emphasised, the ideals of harmony and unity also prevail.

65Westphal, ‘Overcoming the institutional deficit of agonistic democracy’.
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The Belfast Agreement is likewise ambivalent when it comes to consensual or dissensual fram-
ing. When the principles for decision-making within the newly established British-Irish Council
(BIC) are drawn up, it is stipulated that interactions within it should be consensus-oriented. Also,
in a passage in the agreement the signing parties pledge to ‘endeavour to strive in every practical
way towards reconciliation and rapprochement within the framework of democratic and agreed
arrangements’. Here, the term rapprochement also points towards an ideal of unification of views,
which we associate with a consensus-oriented view on reconciliation. It is furthermore stressed
that ‘relations should be characterized with mutual respect rather than division’. This indicates
an inclination towards co-existence and not eradication of difference, alongside potential conflict,
which according to our previous theoretical elaborations can be understood as an agonistic
objective. However, the agreement also includes several formulations that possibly clash with
the consensus-orientation mentioned above. For example, the importance of acknowledging ‘sub-
stantial differences between our continuing and equally legitimate political aspirations’ are
emphasised. This could be interpreted as an aspiration to keep differences intact, which would
be quite the opposite of consensus-oriented reconciliatory goals. This also goes for the continued
emphasis on respect of differing identities and ethos as an overarching value in all interactions.
When reconciliation is mentioned, the accord specifically states that the ‘promotion of culture of
tolerance at every level of society, is an essential aspect, again underlining the inevitable aspects of
co-existence of differences’. This points to the aim of cherishing difference rather than forging
unified narratives and identities. It is furthermore stated that the achievement of a peaceful
and just society is the true memorial to the conflict’s victims of violence. Thus, the agreement
has little traces of essentialised or unified memory aspirations.

Dilemmas of agonism in peace agreements

As evident throughout this article, all three peace agreements allow for different degrees of agon-
istic principles. In what follows, we further discuss the three peace agreements and reflect on
more general dilemmas of integrating agonistic principles in peace agreements following from
our elaborations above.

First, one such problematique regards power relations in terms of who gets to form the post-
accord society. In that sense, the inclusivity of a peace agreement is indeed subject to agonistic
power struggle in and of itself. Here, questions arise such as which parties should be allowed
at the peace table and which groups should be mentioned in the final text? Analysing agonistic
dimensions of any peace process should therefore imply scrutinising power relations and their
potential transformation. Likewise, the post-accord situation comes with new power struggles,
in which subordination and domination are to be negotiated and rearranged so as to create legit-
imacy for a new societal order. Agonistic principles such as contestation, dialogue, pluralism, and
dissent should therefore be incorporated into the negotiations of the peace agreement in order to
alter the overarching structures of power and relations among parties to conflict. The recognition
of the subjectivity of the former antagonist alongside an understanding of peace as an agonistic
political activity might then be reflected in the nature and structure of the peace agreement.
However, whether an agonistic peace agreement is sufficiently able to challenge larger overarching
structures of power within which the conflict emerged remains to be seen.

A second, potentially problematic element regards the combination of agonistic and liberal
principles in peace agreements. The three accords, perhaps most notably the Colombian one,
mix principles pertaining to dissensus and consensus. From a more practical perspective this
is highly interesting, as it raises questions of how to understand the character of a peace agree-
ment if it harbours ideals of both dissensus and consensus.66 In one sense, the agreement then
is more ambiguous in terms of agonistic content. On the other hand, it is not necessarily the

66See also Walsh and Murphy, ‘Agonistic transitional justice’.
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fact that consensus principles undermine the agonistic ideals in the agreement. Peace accords and
the practice of peacemaking have a long tradition of consensus-ideals and thus it is not surprising
that the language of consensus is quite sticky and therefore prevalent in more agonistically
inclined agreements such as the Colombian one. For a more fully-fledged agonistic peace to be
realised, forums where key actors can discuss the future of peace, be it on elite or grassroots
level are imperative. If those forums are initiated, it might be unproblematic if also some parallel
initiatives are set up according to consensus principles. In that sense it is important that dissensus
can permeate a peace process, but exceptions from that rule should not be expected to overthrow
the whole process.

Third, an interesting element of agonism in peace agreements regards the aspect of leaving
issues open for further discussion post-accord. Whereas the Colombian and Northern Ireland
peace talks followed the logic of ‘nothing is agreed until everything is agreed’, the Oslo
Accords reversely left core elements of the conflict to be discussed at later stages, and now almost
thirty years post-agreement, these issues remain unresolved. In one way, the latter logic corre-
sponds to agonistic principles to not agree on everything but agree on the basic institutions
and leave space for further disagreement and discussion of central issues. However, if there are
no permanent institutions set up for continued discussions, the act of leaving areas open for fur-
ther discussion can have very problematic consequences, as in the case of Israel-Palestine, where
it has proved impossible to move beyond status quo. Hence, a gradual approach to peacemaking
can be understood as closing down agonistic potential by putting a lid on difficult and symbolic
conflict issues and, as in the case of Israel-Palestine, destructive dynamics among parties spurred
by the peace process may result in difficult issues never allowed to resurface. In that regard, the
avoidance of conflicted issues can cause not only the end of agonistic potential but also the end of
the peace process.

While the peace talks in Northern Ireland followed the logic of ‘nothing is agreed until every-
thing is agreed’ during the negotiations, it is famous for its use of constructive ambiguity, that is,
the deliberate act of formulating something vaguely in an agreement, first coined by Kissinger.67

At the time of signing the agreement, the constructive ambiguity was celebrated as a genius way
to get everyone on board the agreement but since then, it has engulfed heavy criticism. For
example, James Dingley68 harshly criticises the application of constructive ambiguity in the
Belfast Agreement, arguing that ‘if an agreement is ambiguous it is not an agreement’. On the
one hand, constructive ambiguity holds agonistic potential, since it keeps aspects of the agree-
ment open for interpretation and hence for further discussion and conflictual engagement post-
accord. On the other hand, however, if the processes and platforms for continuing discussions on
the aspects left open with vague formulations, constructive ambiguity can be very problematic
and pose great problems for the implementation of the agreement, since it remains unclear
what exactly is to be implemented.69

Fourth and last, we want to emphasise the conundrum concerning the implementation of
peace accords. It is of course not enough that agonistic principles are reflected in a peace agree-
ment for them to be realised post-accord. It takes continuous commitment to dialogue and
respect from all included parties as well as a broad acceptance from the people so as to not
leave room for peace spoilers to act on possible mistrust that may ruin prospects of further
respectful engagements. The implementation of the three peace agreements investigated here
all have its problems. Most problematically, in the case of the Oslo Accords, the political efforts
at Palestinian statebuilding, have been dominated by very technocratic ideas of institution

67See also Christer Jönsson and Karin Aggestam, ‘Trends in diplomatic signalling’, in Jan Melissen (ed.), Innovation in
Diplomatic Practice, Studies in Diplomacy (London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 1999).

68James Dingley, ‘Constructive ambiguity and the peace process in Northern Ireland’, Low Intensity Conflict & Law
Enforcement, 13:1 (2005).

69Dingley, ‘Constructive ambiguity and the peace process in Northern Ireland’.
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building that were sketched out in the agreement. While the Oslo Agreements did not open much
space for agonistic encounters on different levels, the past developments indicate that possibilities
for any agonistic space are ever shrinking.70 While some instances of agonistic engagement exist,
they are unrelated to the elite peace process, if such a process can even be said to persist.71 On the
contrary, the Belfast Agreement has been implemented relatively successfully. Yet, the agreement
has resulted in a dualistic rather than pluralistic agonism,72 and the society remains heavily seg-
regated. On the political level, interactions between the former conflict parties do not reflect
agonistic principles in terms of pluralistic, vibrant, and intense confrontations. Rather, contesta-
tions about past atrocities and the future status of Northern Ireland are oft set aside in the name
of seeking consensual ‘common ground’ on everyday political issue.73

While the Colombian Agreement to a large extent reflects agonistic principles,74 its implemen-
tation is not that straightforward. We have seen a relatively successful transition of the FARC, the
former guerilla, into a political party as well as emerging agonistic public spaces. For instance,
primarily peaceful protests in 2019 and 2021 against the government have been unprecedented
in terms of the scope, scale and transformative potential.75 However, several problems with
implementing the Colombian Peace Agreement remain, most notably in terms of exacerbated
violence with increasing murders of social leaders, insufficient re-integration of ex-combatants
as well as a top-down approach to peacebuilding overlooking local participation.76 Hence,
there are many challenges related to implementing even a quite comprehensively agonistic agree-
ment like the Colombian one. At the end of the day, turning words into practice and transform-
ing an entrenched (culture of) war remains one of the most difficult tasks. Hence, the Colombian
case illustrates the limits of agonism and how difficult it is to confront power inequalities even
when equipped with radical, agonistic principles. In fact, radical elements in the peace agreement
may even be considered one of the problems, as it created a lot of backlashes in the conservative
parts of Colombia, not least in terms of resistance to women’s inclusion and LGBT rights leading
up to the referendum on the peace agreement in 2016. This is considered one of the reasons for
the agreement not getting the majority of the votes, which again created problems for the imple-
mentation of the agreement, even as a revised version was approved in congress.77 In that way,
radical ideas in peace agreements need to be weighted carefully and preferably framed in manners
that resonate with the larger society.

Conclusion
In this article, we have developed indicators for analysing the extent to which peace agreements
draw up potential for agonistic peace: spaces for interaction, inclusion, and framing of contested
issues – all which can be described in more or less agonistic ways. By so doing, we have attended
to the institutional deficit in agonistic theory – especially by elaborating on, how agonistic spaces

70Aggestam, Cristiano, and Strömbom, ‘Towards agonistic peacebuilding?’.
71See, for example, Oliver Ramsbotham, Transforming Violent Conflict: Radical Disagreement, Dialogue and Survival,

Transforming Violent Conflict: Radical Disagreement, Dialogue and Survival (London, UK: Routledge, 2010); Strömbom,
‘Exploring prospects for agonistic encounters in conflict zones’.

72Sara Dybris McQuaid, ‘“Nothing is agreed until everything is agreed”: Institutionalizing radical disagreement and dealing
with the past in Northern Ireland’, in Bramsen, Poder, and Wæver (eds), Resolving International Conflict: Dynamics of
Escalation, Continuation and Transformation.

73Bramsen, ‘Agonistic interaction in practice’.
74Walsh and Murphy, ‘Agonistic transitional justice’.
75Viviana García Pinzón, ‘Colombia: Between the dividends of peace and the shadow of violence’, GIGA Focus Latin

America, 2 (2020).
76Bård Drange, ‘Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO)’, paper presented at Research Seminar (15 March 2021); Thomas

E. Flores and Juan F. Vargas, ‘Colombia: Democracy, violence, and the peacebuilding challenge’, Conflict Management
and Peace Science, 35:6 (2018).

77Sandra Botero, ‘El plebiscito y los desafíos políticos de consolidar la paz negociada en Colombia’, Revista de Ciencia
Política, 37:2 (2017).
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can be understood in terms of formalised and public platforms and by bringing in discussions on
how processes of inclusion can be invested with agonistic features. Furthermore, our discussions
pointed out a weakness in many peace accords: that they do not specifically discuss what prin-
ciples shall guide interactions once forums like victims’ commissions or dialogue groups are
set up. Lastly, we suggested a focus on how the conflict and its contested issues are framed.
Our illustrative vignettes stemming from the three peace agreements show that our indicators
can serve to tease out agonistic content in peace accords, pinpointing their agonistic potential
as well as ideals pointing towards more liberal, consensus-oriented ideas, which might create
hurdles when trying to implement various parts of the accord after the formal elite negotiations
leading up to the accord have ended. Moreover, we have discussed various dilemmas and proble-
matiques of crafting, formulating, and implementing agonism in peace agreements.

Important relational foundations for agonism are laid during negotiations and in the accords
themselves, but they need to be continuously reenacted for agonism to be sustained in the volatile
post-accord phase. We invite further studies on how agonistic principles are implemented in post-
accord settings, as well as discussions on the respective weight of certain indicators, pointing to
how to measure and assess different degrees of agonism in various peace agreements. Moreover,
future research could move beyond elite peace accords and venture into the myriad of peace
initiatives on mid- and grassroots levels (sometimes initiated from the elite level) and study
how they align themselves in accordance with agonistic principles.
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