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Parliamentary Diplomacy, This article examines how international parliamentary organisations (IPOs) engage
Coups D’état, with situations of constitutional rupture following coups d’état in West Africa,
Legitimacy, focusing on political transitions in Mali, Burkina Faso and Guinea (Conakry)
Sovereignty, between 2020 and 2023. It addresses how parliamentary actors, lacking coercive
West Africa authority, engage in contexts marked by military takeovers, suspended

constitutional frameworks and contested political legitimacy. Drawing on a
constructivist and post-Westphalian perspective, the article conceptualises
parliamentary diplomacy operating through discursive practices and symbolic
positioning. Empirically, the analysis examines the responses of the Pan-African
Parliament (PAP) and the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) based on quadlitative
documentary analysis of resolutions, statements and institutional reports. The
findings show that, despite significant political and structural constraints, IPOs

Received August 10, 2025 contribute to articulating expectations of legitimate governance by problematising
Revised November 14, 2025 the marginalisation of parliaments and redffirming representative institutions as
Accepted January 15, 2026 expressions of popular sovereignty.

Introduction

Over the past decades, West Africa has experienced significant political transformations, marked by
both periods of democratic institutionalisation and recurrent episodes of constitutional disruption.
Between 2020 and 2023, a renewed wave of military coups in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Guinea
(Conakry) highlighted the persistence of political instability in the subregion, undermining processes
of legitimate governance and challenging the institutional arrangements consolidated in the post—
Cold War period (Kassab, 2020). These developments called into question the formal legitimacy of
deposed governments and exposed the limits of regional and international responses, in a context in
which state sovereignty remains a central reference point, albeit increasingly subject to normative
reinterpretation (Acharya, 2004).

Against this backdrop of constitutional erosion and institutional fragility, the role of international
parliamentary organisations (IPOs) acquires analytical relevance. Bodies such as the Pan-African
Parliament (PAP) and the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) constitute transnational parliamentary
forums dedicated to promoting democratic norms and affirming institutional legitimacy, operating
primarily through symbolic and normative means (Cofelice, 2022). Although lacking binding
authority, these organisations promote interparliamentary solidarity, political monitoring, and the
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diffusion of democratic standards, and have increasingly asserted themselves as relevant actors in
contemporary diplomacy, particularly in non-Western political contexts (Stavridis, 2006; Spies,
2019). Despite this, their contribution remains comparatively underexplored in the International
Relations literature, which continues to privilege executive, security-focused and intergovernmental
actors.

This article examines the contribution of international parliamentary actors to the reconstruction of
political legitimacy in contexts of military coups in West Africa. It addresses the following research
question: What role do IPOs play in responding to political and institutional crises under conditions
of constitutional exception? Attention is devoted to parliamentary diplomacy as a form of
institutional intervention in settings characterised by fragmented authority, suspended
constitutional order and contested frameworks of political legitimacy.

The empirical analysis focuses on three principal case studies: Mali, Burkina Faso, and Guinea, all
marked by military-led regime change and abrupt constitutional rupture. The selection of these cases
reflects their relevance within the recent wave of coups in West Africa and allows for a comparative
examination of different patterns of parliamentary engagement across similar institutional and
regional contexts.

The relevance of this study operates on two interconnected levels. First, it contributes to debates on
the limits of sovereignty and the regional production of norms in West Africa, a sub-region where
colonial legacies, persistent governance challenges and external pressures intersect with efforts to
assert autonomous political agency (Jackson, 2016). Second, it broadens the analytical scope of
parliamentary diplomacy by foregrounding African parliamentary practices that remain
underrepresented in the literature, thereby contributing to a more geographically and conceptually
inclusive understanding of normative governance.

The article adopts a constructivist theoretical framework, combined with post-Westphalian
approaches to sovereignty and the literature on normative promotion. This perspective enables an
examination of how international organisations of a parliamentary nature intervene in the discursive
construction of political legitimacy and in the reaffirmation of democratic norms under conditions
of constitutional exception. It proceeds from the assumption that the normative influence of these
organisations derives not from formal authority, but from their capacity to shape shared
expectations, legitimise or delegitimise political actors, and signal normative reference points during
moments of institutional rupture (Acharya, 2011; Holmes, 2016).

Methodologically, the study employs a qualitative and comparative approach based on the analysis
of primary documentary sources, including parliamentary resolutions, statements and institutional
reports produced between 2020 and 2023. This corpus allows for the identification of patterns of
action, discursive strategies, and variation in the normative responses of IPOs to military coups in
West Africa.

Parliamentary Diplomacy, Normative Power, and Contested Sovereignty

The analysis of the role played by IPOs in contexts of constitutional rupture in West Africa requires
a theoretical framework capable of articulating three core dimensions: parliamentary diplomacy as
a specific form of international action, the role of normative power in the construction of political
legitimacy, and African agency in the production, adaptation and diffusion of regional norms. These
dimensions make it possible to understand how such organisations intervene in situations of
constitutional exception not through coercive mechanisms, but primarily by means of symbolic,
discursive, and institutional instruments that operate in the sphere of political legitimation and the
production of shared normative expectations.

By bringing these perspectives together, parliamentary diplomacy can be analysed as a space of
normative contestation in which criteria of legitimacy, sovereignty and democratic governance are
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negotiated in contexts marked by political instability, institutional fragility, and the fragmentation
of state authority. In this sense, IPOs do not merely react to political crises but actively participate
in shaping the discursive frameworks through which specific forms of power are legitimised or
delegitimised, thereby influencing processes of political recognition at national, regional, and
international levels.

This framework thus allows the analysis to move beyond strictly institutional or descriptive readings
of parliamentary diplomacy, highlighting its contribution as a situated normative practice that is
particularly relevant in regions where constitutional order is frequently subject to rupture and
renegotiation. By focusing on West Africa, the study integrates regional specificity into broader
debates on sovereignty, legitimacy, and transnational governance, highlighting the mediating role
played by parliamentary organisations across distinct levels of political authority.

Parliamentary Diplomacy as a Normative Practice

Over recent decades, parliamentary diplomacy has increasingly established itself as an autonomous
dimension of international and regional governance, progressively moving beyond its traditionally
subsidiary role in relation to governmental or classical diplomacy (Malamud and Stavridis, 2011).
This evolution reflects broader transformations in international relations, marked by the growing
pluralisation of actors involved in norm production, political mediation, and the promotion of
democratic values. Conceptually, parliamentary diplomacy refers to the set of practices through
which parliaments and parliamentarians engage in transnational interactions, participating in
processes of political dialogue, institutional cooperation and the diffusion of normative principles
associated with representative democracy (Stavridis, 2006).

Organisations, such as IPU* or PAP2, constitute institutionalised arenas of interparliamentary
interaction that facilitate the circulation of ideas, the sharing of legislative best practices and the
construction of symbolic consensus among elected representatives from different states (Stavridis
and Jancic, 2017). These structures provide alternative channels of political communication
alongside traditional governmental forums, creating opportunities for less hierarchical and
potentially more inclusive forms of diplomacy. Despite the absence of binding authority, their
political relevance derives from the use of instruments such as resolutions, election observation
missions, public statements, and transnational parliamentary networks, which contribute to shaping
internal and external perceptions of legitimacy, representation and democratic governance (Weiglas
and de Boer, 2007).

The specificity of parliamentary diplomacy lies in its representative character. By bringing together
directly elected politicians, these organisations claim a form of democratic legitimacy distinct from
that of intergovernmental organisations, which enhances their capacity to intervene symbolically in
contexts of political crisis and institutional rupture (Cofelice, 2022). In situations marked by military
coups or the suspension of constitutional order, parliamentary diplomacy can function as a
mechanism for reaffirming core principles of democratic governance, notably the centrality of
parliaments as expressions of popular sovereignty and as privileged arenas of political deliberation.

In this context, parliamentary diplomacy tends to operate as an instrument of institutional soft
powers3, mobilising discursive and normative resources to contest the normalisation of constitutional

t Founded in 1889, IPU is the global organisation of national parliaments. Headquartered in Geneva and comprising 181 member
parliaments, it promotes peace, democracy, human rights, gender equality, sustainable development, and political dialogue by articulating
parliamentary action at the global level. The organisation operates under the motto “For democracy. For everyone” and pursues the
mission of placing parliaments at the service of people and global peace (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2025).

2 PAP is an organ of the AU established to provide a platform for parliamentary dialogue, consultation, and cooperation among African
states. Composed of representatives designated by national parliaments, PAP aims to promote democratic governance, popular
participation and the harmonisation of legislation across the continent, while contributing to the African Union’s objectives of integration,
peace and stability (Pan-African Parliament, 2025).

3 The concept of soft power, developed by Joseph S. Nye, refers to the capacity of an actor to influence the behaviour and preferences of
others through persuasion, attraction, and symbolic legitimation, as opposed to the use of force or coercion. In the context of parliamentary
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exception and to promote alternative frameworks of political legitimacy (Jaskiernia, 2022). Although
its material impact is often limited, such intervention contributes to sustaining international
scrutiny, reinforcing narratives of democratic legality, and consolidating shared normative
expectations, particularly in regions characterised by recurrent political instability and institutional
fragility. Parliamentary diplomacy should therefore be understood not merely as a complementary
practice to state diplomacy, but as a distinct space of normative production and political mediation
in contexts of crisis.

Normative Power and the Construction of Political Legitimacy

In contexts of constitutional rupture, political contestation often shifts from direct institutional
control to the definition of criteria of legitimacy. Political authority ceases to rest exclusively on
formal legality or the coercive capacity of the state and becomes negotiated through normative
frameworks that structure shared perceptions of legitimate governance, political responsibility, and
sovereignty. In such settings, power is expressed most visibly at the discursive and symbolic level,
where competing norms are asserted, contested, or reinterpreted.

The approach developed by Finnemore and Sikkink (1998) is particularly useful for understanding
these dynamics, as it conceptualises norms as social constructions subject to cycles of emergence,
diffusion, and internalisation. According to these authors, normative change results from the action
of norm entrepreneurs+ who seek to redefine standards of legitimacy and influence behaviour
through discursive, institutional, and symbolic mechanisms. This perspective allows political
legitimacy to be analysed not as a static attribute, but as a process in constant negotiation, especially
in contexts of institutional crisis.

In the African context, such normative contestation is compounded by the historical gap between the
juridical-formal recognition of the state and its effective capacity for governance, a condition
frequently described as “negative sovereigntys” (Jackson, 1991). The resulting institutional fragility
has contributed to the recurrence of legitimacy crises, particularly in situations of military coups or
the suspension of constitutional order. As Clapham (1996) argues, the personalisation of power and
the weakness of state institutions, rooted in colonial legacies, have perpetuated patterns of
personalised rule that undermine the consolidation of democratic legitimacy. Under these
conditions, sovereignty no longer operates as an absolute principle, becoming progressively
conditioned by regional norms, multilateral mechanisms and transnational practices that redefine
the criteria of legitimate political authority (Buzan, 2004; Acharya, 2011).

It is within this evolving normative space that IPOs intervene as agents of normative promotion.
Despite lacking coercive capacity, these organisations actively participate in the definition and
diffusion of regional expectations of legitimate governance through public statements, resolutions,
reports, and institutional positions. In doing so, they contribute to legitimising or delegitimising
political actors and transitional processes, reinforcing normative frameworks associated with the
rejection of unconstitutional changes of government, the restoration of constitutional order and the
centrality of parliaments as expressions of popular sovereignty (Barnett and Finnemore, 2004;
Cofelice, 2022).

diplomacy, this form of soft power manifests itself through the projection of values, democratic principles and institutional practices,
thereby contributing to the construction of international legitimacy (Nye, 2004).

4 The term norm entrepreneurship refers to the process through which certain actors, whether individual or institutional, actively promote
new norms within the international system, seeking to influence behaviour and to reconfigure prevailing standards of legitimacy. These
“norm entrepreneurs” employ discursive, institutional, and symbolic resources to shape consensus and to establish regulatory reference
points in contexts of change or contestation (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998).

5 Robert H. Jackson introduced the concept of negative sovereignty to describe states that enjoy formal juridical recognition within the
international system but lack the empirical capacity to govern effectively, provide public goods or exercise authority over their territory.
In this formulation, sovereignty functions primarily as a legal shield rather than as an expression of effective statehood (Jackson, 1991).
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In contexts of constitutional exception, such as those observed in recent years in West Africa, this
normative power acquires relevance. Rather than imposing norms directly, these organisations
contribute to structuring the terms of political debate, shaping perceptions of legitimacy, and
influencing processes of political recognition at national, regional, and international levels.

African Agency and the Regional Production of Norms

The analysis of parliamentary diplomacy in West Africa must be situated within the broader debate
on African agency and regional normative production, particularly in relation to institutional
responses to political crises and constitutional ruptures.® The creation of the African Union (AU)7
and the progressive strengthening of institutions such as PAP reflect deliberate efforts to assert
endogenous mechanisms of governance® and normative production, aimed at addressing recurrent
challenges to political stability and institutional legitimacy on the continent (Tieku, 2012). These
developments signal an attempt to move beyond externalist readings of African governance by
valuing regional solutions grounded in specific historical and political experiences.

Norms such as the rejection of unconstitutional changes of government do not emerge from a simple
transfer of external models, but rather from processes of adaptation, appropriation and
reformulation of global principles considering African regional realities. Acharya (2004)
conceptualises this dynamic as norm localisation, emphasising the active role of regional actors in
reinterpreting international norms in ways that render them compatible with specific political,
institutional, and historical contexts. African agency? is thus expressed in the capacity to formulate
regional responses to crises of legitimacy, even though such responses remain constrained by
institutional limitations, external financial dependence, and political fragmentation.

Within this setting, IPOs perform a specific mediating role between national, regional, and
international levels of authority. By incorporating elected representatives, they introduce a
representative dimension into regional governance, complementing crisis-response mechanisms
that remain intergovernmental. Their intervention contributes to associating political legitimacy
with parliamentary representation, pluralism, and the restoration of constitutional order, offering
alternative frameworks to the normalisation of situations of constitutional exception.

In West Africa, a region marked by recurrent episodes of political instability, this form of mediation
acquires relevance. Through the production of regional discourses, parliamentary actors contribute
to framing coups d’état as normative deviations and to reaffirming the centrality of representative
institutions in processes of political transition. In doing so, they participate in the consolidation of
regional standards of legitimacy and in the affirmation of an African agency that, while structurally
constrained, plays an active role in shaping the normative terms of regional governance.

Research Design and Methodological Approach

6 Constitutional ruptures refer to situations in which the established constitutional order is abruptly disrupted, suspended or overturned,
typically through military coups, unconstitutional changes of government or the unlawful seizure of power, resulting in a breakdown of
constitutional legality and institutional continuity (Jackson, 1991).

7 The AU was established in 2002, succeeding the Organisation of African Unity (OAU), in the context of a broader wave of institutional
reforms and the perceived need to strengthen regional mechanisms for responding to conflicts, military coups and human rights violations.
As an organ of the AU, PAP held its inaugural session in 2004, giving concrete expression to the ambition of creating a supranational space
for parliamentary deliberation aimed at promoting democracy, good governance and African integration (Salih, 2005).

8 Article 30 of the Constitutive Act of the AU stipulates that “governments which come to power through unconstitutional means shall not
be allowed to participate in the activities of the Union”. This provision was introduced in 2000 in response to recurrent coups d’état across
Africa, consolidating the African Union’s commitment to the defence of constitutional order, democracy and good governance on the
continent (African Union, 2000).

9 Autonomous African agency refers to the capacity of African actors, both state and non-state, to define their own agendas and to develop
regional solutions grounded in local values such as ubuntu. This perspective challenges Westphalian conceptions of sovereignty by
emphasising human security and collective accountability and highlights the role of regional organisations in mediation and post-crisis
reconstruction (Acharya, 2004).
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multilateral forums and their capacity to mobilise transnational parliamentary solidarities confer
strategic value upon them as alternative spaces for dialogue and normative contestation.

Overall, the primary contribution of IPOs in the crisis contexts examined lies in their functions of
scrutiny, denunciation and the reaffirmation of democratic principles. Through reports, public
statements and parliamentary missions, these organisations place legislatures at the centre of
debates on political legitimacy, emphasising that any return to constitutional order necessarily
entails the reactivation of representative mechanisms. In doing so, they not only confer international
visibility on domestic political crises but also provide a symbolic counterweight to authoritarian
power logics. A comparative overview of the scope and intensity of parliamentary engagement across
the three cases is provided in Table 1, illustrating how different degrees of institutional disruption
correspond to differentiated patterns of intervention by the IPU and the PAP.

Table 1- Parliamentary Engagement in the Cases Analysed (2020—2023)8

Type of Degree of
Case constitutional IPU engagement PAP engagement parliamentary
rupture intervention

Public statements, reports,
Two coups d’état | denunciations of detentions of
(2020, 2021) MPs, calls for parliamentary

reactivation.

Statements, participation in
AU forums, and proposals for High
parliamentary reintegration

Mali

Public statements, reports,
and calls for a transitional Minimal engagement Medium
legislative body

Two coups d’état

Burkina Faso (2022)

Continuous monitoring,

Guinea Coup d’état (2021) reports, and calls for a No significant engagement Low
(Conakry) s L
transitional legislative body.
Source: Author’s compilation based on IPU and PAP documents.
Conclusion

This study examined the role of IPOs in contexts of constitutional rupture in West Africa, focusing
on the cases of Mali, Burkina Faso, and Guinea between 2020 and 2023. Adopting a constructivist
and post-Westphalian perspective, the analysis sought to understand how parliamentary diplomacy
operates as a form of normative intervention in settings characterised by the suspension of
constitutional order, the fragmentation of state authority and the contestation of political legitimacy.

The empirical analysis demonstrated that, despite the absence of coercive powers, parliamentary
organisations play a relevant role in the symbolic affirmation of minimum democratic standards,
particularly through the reaffirmation of the centrality of parliaments as expressions of popular
sovereignty. In all three cases analysed, the dissolution or marginalisation of legislative institutions
constituted a recurring feature of constitutional ruptures, simultaneously highlighting the
vulnerability of parliaments in coup contexts and their importance as normative reference points in
political transition processes.

18 Methodological note: The classification of the degree of parliamentary intervention is based on a qualitative assessment of the frequency,
scope and institutional depth of the interventions undertaken by IPU and PAP in each case. This assessment considers the number of
official statements and reports issued, the existence of parliamentary missions or institutional follow-up mechanisms, and the extent to
which parliamentary representation and legislative reactivation were explicitly framed as normative priorities in organisational documents
between 2020 and 2023.
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IPU’s engagement stood out for its consistency and regularity, notably through the monitoring of
violations of parliamentary rights and its repeated insistence on the re-establishment of legislative
bodies, even on a transitional basis. This intervention proved significant in sustaining international
scrutiny and in producing shared normative expectations regarding legitimate governance. PAP, by
contrast, displayed a more selective pattern of involvement, with greater visibility in the Malian case
and a residual or absent presence in the other contexts examined, reflecting institutional and
political constraints at the regional level.

The findings confirm that parliamentary diplomacy neither replaces state-based nor
intergovernmental diplomacy nor constitutes a direct mechanism for resolving political crises. Its
contribution lies instead in the production and circulation of normative frameworks that associate
political legitimacy with constitutional legality, parliamentary representation, and political
pluralism. In this sense, IPOs respond to political and institutional crises not by resolving them, but
by shaping the normative conditions under which legitimacy is contested and reconstructed.

At the same time, the limits of this form of intervention are evident. The absence of binding
instruments, the resistance of military regimes to external oversight and the organisational
constraints faced by parliamentary organisations themselves reduce their material impact. In most
of the cases analysed, parliamentary recommendations were ignored or only partially implemented,
revealing a persistent gap between symbolic influence and concrete political transformation. These
limitations do not, however, negate the relevance of parliamentary diplomacy as a space of normative
contestation in contexts of constitutional exception.

From a theoretical perspective, the study contributes to debates on sovereignty, legitimacy, and
transnational governance by demonstrating that state sovereignty is continuously renegotiated
through discursive and normative practices. Parliamentary diplomacy emerges, in this framework,
as a specific site of normative production, particularly relevant in contexts of institutional fragility
where criteria of political authority remain contested.

The analysis also opens several avenues for future research. Comparative studies encompassing
other regions affected by constitutional ruptures could assess the transferability of the patterns
identified and evaluate the relative weight of international parliamentary involvement across
different regional settings. Research focusing more closely on the interaction between parliamentary
diplomacy and executive regional organisations, such as regional economic communities or
peacekeeping missions, could deepen understanding of the dynamics of normative coordination.
Finally, longitudinal analyses tracing the evolution of post-coup regimes would allow for an
assessment of whether sustained parliamentary engagement translates, over the medium and long
term, into more durable institutional effects.

The analysis undertaken demonstrates that IPOs, despite their structural limitations, play a
significant role at the boundaries of political legitimacy. By insisting on the centrality of
representative institutions and by framing the suspension of parliaments as a normative deficit,
these organisations contribute to the preservation of a shared language of constitutional legality and
democratic governance. In contexts of recurrent constitutional rupture, this symbolic contribution
assumes particular importance, as it constitutes one of the few available elements of normative
continuity. This finding reinforces the relevance of parliamentary diplomacy as an object of analysis
in the study of contemporary political transitions and emerging forms of transnational governance.
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