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ABSTRACT 

Over the past several decades Europe has seen the rise of nationalism. This evolution 

has been especially visible in Catalonia and Scotland, but also Belgium has witnessed 

significant erosion of the traditional nation-state. Over the years, Flemish-speaking 

Flanders has demanded more rights, competences, and autonomy. As a 

consequence, Belgium turned from a unitary state to a federal state in 1993. Since 

then, the popularity of political parties that support the independence of Flanders 

has further increased. This study deals with Flemish nationalism and positions of the 

main Flemish political parties towards extending autonomy from 1970s to 2010. I 

concentrate on the expansion of autonomy and the development of federalism in 

Belgium over these decades. My main focus is on Flanders, but I also look at the 

future of the whole Belgium.  

The primary goal of this study is to identify what kind of attitudes the main 

Flemish political parties had towards extending the autonomy of Flanders in their 

political party programmes from the 1970s to 2010. Accordingly, I look at the issues, 

which are closely linked to Flemish nationalism, such as Dutch language, culture and 

identity. Finally, I discuss how much political party programmes put attention on 

regional policies in the European fora. Moreover, I will ask do they see Flanders as 

an independent player or together with Belgium when acting in the European or 

international arena?   

In terms of time, this study focuses on three significant periods in Belgium’s 

political history: 1970, 1993 and 2010. The first turning point, the state reform of 

1970, defined cultural communities to accommodate the demands of Flemish people 

for cultural autonomy. Afterwards, Belgium took the path towards federation. The 

second turning point, the Constitution of May 1993, is a milestone in the political 

history of Belgium because it formally characterised Belgium as a federal state. 

Finally, the last turning point is the premature federal elections of 2010. This period 

was chosen because the winner, the N-VA, clearly declared that its goal was to 

achieve the independence for Flanders. 

I tackle the research questions by using qualitative approach. I will analyse my 

primary source material, the political party programmes of the main Flemish political 

parties, from the years 1971/1972, 1991, 1995 and 2010. By using conceptual content 
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analysis as my main method, I concentrate in my analysing process on certain 

concepts related to the context of my study, such as federalism, nationalism and 

identity. In addition to party programmes, representing traditional Catholic, Socialist 

and Liberal pillars as well as more and more popular regional and Flemish nationalist 

political parties, I present Parliament discussions enlightening the political situation 

in 1969, 1988 and 2013. Moreover, I utilise theoretical and historical research 

literature, such as Daniel Elazar’s theory of federal political systems and Benedict 

Anderson’s theory of nationalism and ‘imagined communities’. 

The main findings of this study reveal that there definitely are clear differences 

between Flemish political party programmes’ attitudes towards extending autonomy. 

Socialist parties emphasised a united Belgium more than other parties, even though 

also Socialist parties have supported decentralisation and federalism. The regionalist 

and Flemish nationalist parties were even in favour of the independence of Flanders 

while the Christian Democratic and Liberal parties aligned in the middle, supporting 

confederal model in 2010, but resisting strongly the independence of Flanders.  

Nationalist matters, like emphasising Dutch language and culture, went 

somewhat hand in hand with the attitudes towards extending autonomy, more 

precisely whether party saw Flanders’ future as an independent country or as a part 

of Belgium. Of these four parties, the regionalist and Flemish nationalist parties 

underscored the most the Dutch language and culture. These parties also manifested 

the strongest Flemish identity. Socialist parties did not set much focus on nationalist 

matters, like Dutch language and culture, except for a while in 1990s, and presented 

the weakest Flemish identity. Christian Democratic and Liberal parties positioned 

themselves in the middle with a significant Flemish identity, but also with a relevant 

Belgian identity. Overall, the discussions and debates analysed supported all the 

findings found in the political party programmes. 

A similar development can also be seen in parties’ EU policies. By the 1990s, 

regionalisation received increasingly attention in the party programmes, and Flanders 

was seen as an independent actor in the EU arena. In addition to the regionalist 

party, also the traditional parties focused on regionalist matters in the 1990s. By 2010, 

the attention on regionalist matters was decreasing, except in the party programme 

of the Flemish nationalist party, N-VA. It even suggested that Flanders should 

pursue membership in the EU.  

The demand of Flemish people led to the first state reform in 1970. Afterwards, 

Belgium headed for federation – in a Belgian way. The Belgian federation is unique 

and extremely complex, with almost no similarities to classic federations displaying 

also some characteristics of confederalism. One might think that becoming a 
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federation finally would be the end of all institutional changes, but Belgium 

continues to undergo change. Belgium has been in the middle of political crises more 

than once during recent decades. However, the solution ‘compromis à la Belge’ has been 

found every time. New state reforms have been made since 1993, the last one in 

2011, and I envisage that new ones are yet to come. It seems that Belgium has tried 

to find a balance ever since it declared independence, and federalism has been just 

one step towards this equilibrium. For the most part, however, all this has happened 

step by step, without greater turbulence. Federalism has enabled Belgium to move 

towards more extending autonomy, confederalism, in a peaceful way. Nevertheless, 

the political parties that aspire to the independence of Flanders are very popular, 

which definitely poses challenges to a united Belgium. The country, where 

consociationalism has been an important tool in the policy-making, may face some 

serious times if the support of Flemish nationalist parties continues to grow. More 

or less, the real question is whether Flemish people are ready for another compromis à 

la Belge, or is it time to have Flanders for themselves – Vlaanderen aan de vlamingen? 

 

Keywords: Belgium, Flanders, autonomy, federalism, confederalism, nationalism, 

Flemish movement, national identity, party programmes, political party, regional 

party, parliament discussions      
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TIIVISTELMÄ 

Viime vuosikymmenten aikana nationalismi on nostanut päätään Euroopassa. Tämä 

on ollut erityisen voimakasta Kataloniassa ja Skotlannissa, mutta myös Belgiassa 

perinteisen kansallisvaltion on nähty heikentyvän huomattavasti. Vuosien mittaan 

hollanninkielinen Flanderi on vaatinut yhä enemmän toimivaltaa ja oikeuksia päättää 

omista asioistaan. Vähitellen neljän valtioreformin myötä Belgia kehittyi asteittain 

kohti liittovaltiota, joka perustettiin lopulta vuonna 1993. Sen jälkeen Flanderin 

itsenäisyyttä kannattavien poliittisten puolueiden suosio on kasvanut entisestään. 

Tässä tutkimuksessa käsitellään flaamilaista nationalismia sekä Flanderin tärkeimpien 

poliittisten puolueiden kantoja entistä laajempaan autonomiaan vuosina 1971-2010. 

Keskityn tutkimuksessani autonomian kasvun lisäksi myös federalismin kehitykseen 

Belgiassa viime vuosikymmeninä. Tutkimukseni pääpaino on Flanderissa, mutta 

tarkastelen samalla myös koko Belgian tulevaisuutta. 

Tutkimuksen tavoitteena on selvittää, millainen asenne Flanderin isoimmilla 

poliittisilla puolueilla oli Flanderin autonomian laajentamiseen poliittisissa 

puolueohjelmissa 1970-luvulta vuoteen 2010. Tarkastelen myös flaamilaista 

nationalismia ja analysoin, miten Flanderin poliittiset puolueet ovat käsitelleet 

puolueohjelmissaan nationalismiin keskeisesti liittyviä asioita, kuten hollannin kieltä, 

kulttuuria ja identiteettiä. Luon niin ikään katsauksen puolueiden Eurooppa-

politiikkaan keskittyen erityisesti niiden suhtautumiseen EU:n aluepolitiikkaan. 

Kiinnitän huomiota erityisesti siihen, esittävätkö puolueohjelmat Flanderin 

itsenäisenä ja riippumattomana toimijana eurooppalaisissa ja kansainvälisissä 

yhteyksissä, vai nähdäänkö Flanderi pikemminkin osana Belgiaa? 

Tutkimuksessa keskitytään kolmeen merkittävään virstanpylvääseen Belgian 

poliittisessa historiassa: vuosiin 1970, 1993 ja 2010. Ensimmäinen käännekohta – 

vuoden 1970 valtioreformi – määritteli kulttuuriyhteisöt vastaamaan flaamien 

vaatimuksia kulttuurisesta autonomiasta. Toinen käännekohta, toukokuussa 1993 

säädetty perustuslaki, on merkittävä tapahtuma Belgian poliittisessa historiassa, 

koska se määritteli Belgian muodollisesti liittovaltioksi. Viimeinen käännekohta on 

vuoden 2010 ennenaikaiset liittovaltion vaalit. Tällöin voittajaksi nousi 

flaaminationalistinen puolue, N-VA, joka on tuonut useaan otteeseen selkeästi esille, 

että sen tavoitteena on saavuttaa Flanderin itsenäisyys. 
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Analysoin poliittisia puolueohjelmia vuosilta 1971/1972, 1991, 1995 sekä 2010 

kvalitatiivisen metodin avulla. Käyttämällä käsitteellistä sisällönanalyysia 

pääasiallisena tutkimusmenetelmänä keskityn analysointiprosessissani tiettyihin 

tutkimukseni kontekstiin liittyviin käsitteisiin, kuten federalismiin, nationalismiin ja 

identiteettiin. Puolueohjelmien lisäksi käytän toissijaisena aineistona Belgian 

parlamentissa käytyjä keskusteluja vuosilta 1969, 1988 ja 2013. Analysoin 

keskusteluja niin ikään käsitteellisen sisällönanalyysin kautta. Parlamenttikeskustelut 

valottavat sitä räjähdysherkkää poliittista ilmapiiriä, joka Belgiassa on viime 

vuosikymmenten aikana vallinnut. Ne tarjoavat samalla myös lisätukea ja 

mielenkiintoista taustatietoa Belgian poliittisesta tilanteesta tutkimukseni kannalta 

tärkeinä ajankohtina. Lisäksi keskityn erityisesti teoreettiseen ja historialliseen 

kirjallisuuteen, kiinnittäen huomiota etenkin Daniel Elazarin teoriaan federalistisista 

poliittisista järjestelmistä ja Benedict Andersonin teoriaan kansakunnasta ’kuviteltuna 

poliittisena yhteisönä’. 

Tutkimukseni päätulokset osoittavat, että Flanderin poliittisten puolueiden 

esittämät asenteet autonomian laajentamisesta eroavat selvästi toisistaan. 

Sosialistipuolueet korostivat yhtenäistä Belgiaa selvästi enemmän kuin muut 

puolueet. Alueelliset, flaaminationalistiset puolueet kannattivat jopa Flanderin 

itsenäisyyttä useana vuonna, kun taas kristillisdemokraatit ja liberaalit tukivat 

konfederaatiomallia vuonna 2010, mutta toisaalta vastustivat voimakkaasti Flanderin 

itsenäisyyttä.  

Nationalismiin liittyvät kysymykset, kuten hollannin kielen ja kulttuurin 

korostaminen, kulkivat jokseenkin käsi kädessä autonomian laajentamista, erityisesti 

Flanderin itsenäisyyttä, koskevien asenteiden kanssa. Näistä neljästä puolueesta 

alueelliset flaaminationalistiset puolueet, jotka keskittyivät Flanderin autonomian 

kasvattamiseen, painottivat eniten myös hollannin kieltä ja kulttuuria, edustaen täten 

vahvinta flaamilaista identiteettiä. Sosialistipuolue ei sen sijaan juurikaan kiinnittänyt 

huomiota hollannin kieleen ja kulttuuriin, paitsi 1990-luvulla, ja sillä olikin heikoin 

flaamilainen identiteetti. Kristillisdemokraatit ja liberaalit asettuivat näiden väliin 

tuomalla esiin vahvaa flaamilaista identiteettiä mutta myös selkeää belgialaista 

identiteettiä. Analysoidut parlamenttikeskustelut tukivat puolueohjelmien analyysissä 

saatuja tuloksia. 

Samanlaista kehitystä voidaan havaita myös puolueiden suhtautumisessa EU:n 

aluepolitiikkaan. Aluepolitiikka sai eniten huomiota puolueohjelmissa 1990-luvulla, 

ja Flanderia pidettiin jopa itsenäisenä toimijana EU:ssa. Alueellisten, Flanderin 

kansallismielisten puolueiden lisäksi myös perinteiset puolueet keskittyivät 

aluepoliittisiin asioihin 1990-luvulla. Vuoteen 2010 mennessä aluepolitiikan painotus 
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oli laskenut muiden puolueiden keskuudessa, paitsi Flanderin kansallismielisen 

puolueen, N-VA:n puolueohjelmassa. N-VA jopa ehdotti vuoden 2010 

vaaliohjelmassaan, että Flanderin olisi haettava EU:n jäsenyyttä. 

Flaamien vaatimukset entistä syvemmästä autonomiasta johtivat ensimmäiseen 

valtioreformiin vuonna 1970. Sen jälkeen Belgia siirtyi vähitellen kohti liittovaltiota. 

Belgian liittovaltio on ainutlaatuinen ja äärimmäisen monimutkainen, eikä sillä ole 

juurikaan yhtäläisyyksiä perinteisten liittovaltioiden kanssa. Belgian valtiorakenne 

sisältää myös joitakin konfederalistisia elementtejä. Voisi ajatella, että liittovaltion 

muodostamisen jälkeen kaikki olisivat olleet tyytyväisiä, mutta toisin kävi. Uusia 

valtioreformeja on toteutettu vuoden 1993 jälkeenkin – viimeisin vuonna 2011. 

Näyttää siltä, että uusia on vielä tulossa, sillä monet Flanderin puolueista kannattavat 

Belgian kehittymistä kohti konfederaatiota. Belgia on edelleen murroksessa.  

Tämä pinta-alaltaan pieni EU:n keskus on ollut poliittisten kriisien keskellä 

useammin kuin kerran viime vuosikymmenten aikana. Aina on kuitenkin onnistuttu 

löytämään ”belgialainen kompromissi” (compromis à la Belge). Näyttääkin siltä, että 

Belgiassa on yritetty löytää tasapaino siitä lähtien, kun maasta tuli itsenäinen vuonna 

1830. Federalismi on ollut yksi tärkeä askel kohti vakaampaa yhteiskuntaa. Se on 

auttanut Belgiaa lisäämään alueiden toimivaltaa vähitellen ilman suurempaa 

kuohuntaa, ja siirtymään samalla rauhanomaisesti kohti konfederaatiota. Flanderin 

itsenäisyyteen pyrkivät poliittiset puolueet ovat kuitenkin hyvin suosittuja, mikä 

asettaa haasteita yhtenäiselle Belgialle. Maa, jossa konsensus ja kaikkia tyydyttävän 

ratkaisun löytäminen on ollut tärkeä väline päätöksenteossa, saattaa joutua 

kohtaamaan vakavia aikoja, jos Flanderin kansallismielisten puolueiden tuki kasvaa 

edelleen. Todellinen kysymys kuuluukin, ovatko flaamit valmiita uudelleen 

”belgialaiseen kompromissiin”, vai onko flaamien aika ottaa Flanderi lopullisesti 

itselleen – Vlaanderen aan de vlamingen? 

 

Avainsanat: Belgia, Flanderi, autonomia, federalismi, konfederalismi, 

nationalismi, kansallinen identiteetti, flaamilainen liike, puolueohjelma, poliittinen 

puolue, parlamenttikeskustelut 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Over the past several years, Europe has seen a rise in nationalism. This sentiment 

has been especially strong in Catalonia and Scotland. The demand for independence 

has been expressed clearly in riots in Barcelona and in Brexit-related demonstrations. 

Although these incidents have received the most attention, other regions of Europe 

are also moving towards stronger autonomy — even towards independent 

statehood. One such region is located in the Dutch1-speaking part of Belgium: 

Flanders. 

Belgium has experienced many political crises in recent decades – the last one 

after 2019 federal elections. Finally, after 16 months2 the new government – seven 

parties’ Vivaldi coalition was formed in October 2020 with the leadership of the 

Prime Minister Alexander De Croo, Open VLD (Open Vlaamse Liberalen en 

Democraten). The compromis à la Belge3 was found, for now. The main problem was, 

and still is, the disparate attitudes of the two largest political parties of the country, 

Flemish nationalist N-VA (Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie), and francophone PS (Parti 

Socialiste). As the result the election winners, N-VA (got 25 seats out of 150 in the 

federal Parliament) and Flemish right-wing party Vlaams Belang, VB (received 15 

more seats in federal Parliament, for a total of 18 seats out of 150), which both 

strongly support the independence of Flanders, did not fit into the new coalition. 

However, this was not a new phase in the Belgian political history as the difficulties 

in the government formation have been more a rule than an exception. This 

 
1 To be exact the correct language is Flemish, the dialect of Dutch language. 

2 If not taken into account the Wilmés II government, which was established in March 2020 with the 
sole mission to fight against coronavirus in every possible way. 

3 Belgium is the champion in finding compromises because of its particular history. Even in extremely 
difficult and politically delicate situations Belgian politicians have managed to find constructive 
solutions and strike political deals, which keep the country whole. In fact, solving problems has helped 
ensuring balance in spite of the deep divisions in the Belgian society. Thus, ‘Belgian compromise’ 
means the way of finding the solutions that is acceptable, or at least gives a little satisfaction, to 
everyone. The compromise is therefore to a great extent a common lowest denominator. Solution is 
rarely long-term and usually creates new problems in the long run. The solution also is the result of 
the negotiations between political parties. The compromise is hence the result of a balance of power. 
Naturally, the balance of power can be changed and the compromises become fragile as one or more 
parties prefer the absence of the solution. 
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happened also after 2010 federal elections when Belgium celebrated the 180th 

anniversary of its independence. Finally, it took historical 541 days before French-

speaking Elio Di Rupo (PS) succeeded to form a six-party coalition – also then the 

Flemish winner N-VA was excluded from the government.   

What is happening in this small western European country, which only has little 

over 11 million inhabitants? The population of Belgium is hardly more than 

metropolitan Paris or greater London, yet the country is politically significant, 

especially at the European level. In the context of the European Union (EU), 

Belgium is more than just a small country. The capital, Brussels, is the heart of the 

EU: it is home to the European Commission headquarters and where the EU itself 

is managed. Belgian politicians are also very visible in the EU. For example, the new 

president of the European Council, Charles Michel, served as the prime minister of 

Belgium from 2014 to 2019. 

Even though Belgium is important at the European level, it is also interesting at 

the national level. The contradictions and differences between the Dutch-speaking 

and French-speaking societies of Belgium are particularly engrossing. These two 

different societies, with different languages and cultures, are the starting point for 

understanding the complex political situation of Belgium today, one to which even 

a satisfactory solution, a compromise à la Belge, seems unattainable. 

1.1  The Aim of this Dissertation 

This dissertation deals with nationalism in Flanders. I concentrate on the expansion 

of autonomy and the development of federalism in Belgium over the past several 

decades. My main focus is on Flanders, the Flemish-speaking part of Belgium, but I 

also look at the future of the whole state. 

In this chapter, firstly, I introduce several research questions. I present the 

common thread of my research. Furthermore, I state the primary idea and question 

of this dissertation. In addition, I pose some additional questions covered in my 

dissertation answers and present my hypothesis.  

Secondly, I present my source material, its restrictions and problems, and the 

main underlying theories for my dissertation. Using the source material, especially 

academic literature, I attempt to answer my research questions. I also introduce the 

most important theories in the context of my research questions. 
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Thirdly, I discuss the methodological framework of my dissertation and present 

how I analysed my source material. I also present how I applied the introduced 

theories to my source material. 

Finally, I explain the purpose of my study. I also demonstrate the relevance it has 

and the value it provides within the field of political science and society at large. I 

clarify what I want to achieve with this study and why I have chosen this topic. 

Finally, I elaborate on questions that would have been interesting to examine further 

but which had to be omitted due to the scope of this dissertation and resource 

constraints.  

1.2 The Research Questions 

In this dissertation, I explore Flemish nationalism and the development of extended 

autonomy and federalism in the light of political parties. I focus on Flanders, the 

Flemish-speaking part of the country where some of the most popular political 

parties have developed with a goal of gaining independence for Flanders.4 

Over the years, Flanders has demanded more rights, power, and regional 

autonomy. Some political parties have gone even further, expressing that their main 

aim is to achieve independence for Flanders. The N-VA, for instance, argues for a 

Flemish republic, a member state of a democratic European confederation. The 

party believes that the challenges of the 21st century can best be addressed by strong 

communities and by well-developed international cooperation, a position which is 

reflected in their tagline: ‘Necessary in Flanders, useful in Europe.’ (Dutch: Nodig in 

Vlaanderen, nuttig in Europa.) The goal of this dissertation is to identify what kind of 

attitude the main Flemish political parties had towards extending the autonomy of 

Flanders in their political party programmes from the 1970s to 2010. 

I concentrate on the political history of Belgium, particularly the history of 

Flanders. I look at how the situation in and political system of Belgium have 

developed over the last several decades, especially since 1970, when the first state 

reform was carried out. Over the years, Belgium has been transformed from a unitary 

state to a fully-fledged federal state through institutional reforms. 

In terms of time, this dissertation focuses on three significant periods in 

Belgium’s political history: 1970, 1993, and 2010. The first turning point, the state 

reform of 1970, defined cultural communities to accommodate the demands of 

 
4 One of the most popular parties in Flanders, the N-VA, has proclaimed that its long-term goal is 
first a confederal Belgium and finally an independent Flanders. 
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cultural autonomy. The second turning point, the Constitution of May 1993, is a 

significant time in the political history of Belgium because it formally characterised 

Belgium as a federal state. Finally, the last turning point is the premature federal 

elections of 2010. This period is very interesting because the winner, the N-VA, 

clearly declared that its goal was to achieve more autonomy for Flanders. The media 

interpreted the election as a ‘victory for Flemish independence.’ Led by the 

charismatic and widely popular Bart De Wever, the N-VA supported and still 

supports eventual independence for Flanders as well as an immediate switch from a 

federal Belgium to a confederal Belgium. 

In addition to the areas of question described above, this dissertation answers 

additional secondary research questions. In light of the result of the last federal 

elections in May 2019, the Flemish people want to see further decentralisation of the 

state. Accordingly, I look at nationalist issues and analyse how the Flemish political 

parties have handled nationalist matters, such as Dutch language and culture, in their 

party programmes. In addition, I discuss the development of the Flemish identity in 

Flanders in the context of political party programmes since the 1970s. Moreover, I 

look at the development of nationalistic issues in the context of political party 

programmes over the last several decades, as Belgium transformed from a unitary 

state to a federation.  

Finally, I focus on the EU policies of Flemish political parties. The positions of 

the Flemish parties regarding EU5 policies are important to the topic of this 

dissertation because regionalist political parties have used EU policies as a 

springboard for the empowerment of the regional level vis-à-vis the federal level. I 

explore what kind of attitude the major Flemish parties generally had towards 

European integration, especially on European regional policy. Have they seen 

Flanders as an independent actor in the European and international arena? At the 

same time, I analyse whether these parties may have used, in the light of their party 

programmes, EU policies to gain more power in the context of regionalist matters. 

I hypothesize that, at least, the regionalist party, the N-VA, has a favourable view on 

 
5 For the terminology on the European Union and EU policies it should be borne in mind that the 
European Union was created on 1 November 1993 when the Treaty of Maastricht entered into force. 
Prior to that, the project of European integration was generally known as European Economic 
Community (EEC). In addition to the EEC there was also European Coal and Steal Community 
(ECSC), which was created in 1952 and lapsed in 2002 due to the expiry of its 50-year term. 
Furthermore, another Community, European Atomic Energy Community (Euratom) co-existed with 
these two Treaties. Euratom Treaty is still in force today alongside the current Lisbon Treaty and has 
the status of European primary law. The Lisbon Treaty (i.e. the Treaty on European Union and the 
Treaty on the functioning of the European Union) entered into force on 1 December 2009 and is the 
backbone of EU primary law framework.  
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European integration. Moreover, I assume that it may have used the EU arena to 

achieve a more powerful status for Flanders. These additional questions support the 

main questions posed and, therefore, reinforce one another. 

Despite the fact that political crises have emerged in Belgium almost continuously 

throughout the years, the country has managed to survive them all relatively 

peacefully. The only exception occurred in the 1960s when there were crucial strikes 

and political turmoil all around Flanders. How has this been possible? In the context 

of this question, I explore the different institutional changes and state reforms 

carried out over the last decades. I focus on Belgian federalism and its unique 

features.  

There are likely significant differences between the attitudes of Flemish political 

parties towards possible independence for Flanders. Flemish nationalist and regional 

political parties6 support Flemish independence much more than traditional political 

parties; in recent decades, the support for Flanders’ independence has been high 

among Flemish nationalist and regional political parties as traditional parties 

highlight more coherence with a united Belgium. There are significant findings 

regarding the strengthening of Flemish identity found in my main source material: 

Flemish nationalist and regional political party programmes. This kind of trend is 

also seen in my supplementary source material: discussions in the Parliament. 

Speeches that focused on federalism and the growing autonomy, even independence, 

of Flanders roused many feelings among members of Parliament (MPs). 

Historical occasions have also affected political parties and their programmes. 

Federalism, which took place in Belgium in 1993, had a major impact on the party 

programmes. It is presumed, that in the Flemish nationalist and regional party 

programmes, the idea of Flemish independence increased after Belgium was declared 

as a federal state. Moreover, I propose that this development continued in the early 

2000s. This process appears to be ongoing. Since becoming a federal state, Belgium 

has undergone two more state reforms, which have given the regions and 

communities more competence and powers to decide on their own affairs. It looks 

like the end of this process is not yet near. 

 
6 As Emilie van Haute reminds, after the end of 1970 (political parties in Belgium split apart along 
linguistic lines in 1960s and 1970s), almost all parties in Belgium could be considered as regionalist in 
nature. However, their opinions on the state structure or the role of the regions therein differ radically. 
(Van Haute, Emilie (2016): Regionalist parties in Belgium (N-VA, FDF) – Renewed success? In 
Mazzoleni Oscar and Mueller Sean (eds.): Regionalist Parties in Western Europe. Dimensions of 
Success. pp. 86-106. Routledge, London and New York.) Nevertheless, when discussing regionalist 
political parties, in this study, I particularly refer to VU, VU-VVD and N-VA. 
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1.3 Source Material 

In this dissertation, the primary source material is political party programmes from 

the years 1971/1972, 1991, 1995, and 2010. In addition, I present some discussions 

held in the Parliament during recent decades. Moreover, I utilise research literature, 

especially theoretical and historical literature, on the main topic of my dissertation. 

Overall, I use empirical research material throughout my dissertation. 

I have collected the political party programmes from all the main parties of 

Flanders (and from their predecessors): the Socialist Party Differently (Socialistische 

Partij anders, sp.a), the Christian Democratic and Flemish Party (Christen-

Democratisch en Vlaams, CD&V), the Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats 

(Open Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten, Open VLD), and the New Flemish 

Alliance (Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie, N-VA). I chose these four parties because first 

three represent traditional Catholic, Socialist and Liberal pillars, which had 

controlled Belgian political and social life for decades7, but gradually lost their hold 

over Belgian society8. Moreover, the last one, the Flemish nationalist N-VA, has 

successfully entered into Belgian political field becoming the largest party in Belgium 

after 2010 elections. The party programmes I analysed in this study are presented in 

a more detailed manner in Table 1. 
  

 
7 Hellemans Staf (2020): Pillarization (‘Verzuiling’). On Organized ‘Self-Contained Worlds’ in the 
Modern World. In The American Sociologist 51. pp. 124-147. 

8 In the 2019 federal elections Flemish Socialists received 9 seats in the federal Parliament (out of 150), 
Christian Democrats and Liberals both got 12 seats. 
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Table 1.  Analysed political party programmes in this study 

Political Party  Name of the programme Pages 

Parti Socialiste Belge, PSB Programme electoral du PSB, Accord gouvernemental, 

10.3.1972. 

68 

Socialistische Partij, SP SP, De mensen willen gezond verstand. 

Verkiezingsprogramma, Parlementsverkiezingen 24 

November 1991. 

128 

 

Socialistische Partij, SP Verkiezingsprogramma 21 mei 1995. 35 

Socialistische Partij anders, sp.a We moeten weer vooruit sp.a. Goedgekeurd 

verkiezingsprogramma 9. mei 2010. 

41 

Christelijke Volkspartij, CVP Verkiezingsprogramma CVP 1971, 5.10.1971. 30 

Christelijke Volkspartij, CVP Goed leven in Vlaanderen. Het programma van de Vlaamse 

christen-demokraten voor de komende jaren. 23.10.1991. 

32 

Christelijke Volkspartij, CVP Programma van de Vlaamse christen-democraten voor de 

parlementsverkiezingen van 21 mei 1995. 24.4.1995. 

42 

Christen-democratisch en Vlaams, 

CD&V 

De dialoog, Onze welvaart, Solidariteit, Beschaafde politiek 

nooit opgeven. Federaal Verkiezingsprogramma CD&V 2010. 

22.5.2010. 

66 

Partij voor Vrijheid en Vooruitgang, 

PVV 

Partij voor Vrijheid en Vooruitgang. Verkiezingen 1971, 

Nationaal program. 

39 

Partij voor Vrijheid en Vooruitgang, 

PVV 

Herstel het beleid. Krachtlijnen van het PVV-

Verkiezingsprogramma. Parlementsverkiezingen 24 

november 1991. 

10 
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Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten, 

VLD 

Het federaal regeerprogramma van de VLD. Resoluties. 

22.4.1995. 

6 

Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten, 

VLD 

Het Vlaams regeerprogramma van de VLD. Resoluties. 

22.4.1995. 

9 

Open Vlaamse Liberalen en 

Democraten, Open VLD 

Een nieuwe start. Ambitie 2020 welvaart creëren, welvaart 

verdelen. Verkiezingsprogramma Open VLD- Federale 

verkiezingen 13 juni 2010. 

60 

Volksunie, VU Maak ons nóg sterker. Aktieplan Volksunie, 1971. 35 

VU Vlaamse Vrije Demokraten, VU-

VVD 

De Vlaamse Vrije Demokraat, Zakboekje. 1991. 91 

VU Vlaamse Vrije Demokraten, VU-

VVD 

Met hart en ziel voor Vlaanderen. Verkiezingsprogramma 21 

mei 1995. 

72 

Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie, N-VA N-VA Verkiezingsprogramma 13 juni 2010. Nu durven 

veranderen. Een sterk sociaal en economisch perspectief voor 

Vlaanderen en Wallonië. 

70 

Party programmes are of great political importance. Traditionally, they have been 

considered as the norms to politicians. However, according to Kari Palonen more 

relevant is to consider the political party programmes as the type of text with special 

features. More precisely, they should be understood as the text whose writing, 

acceptance, reading and evaluation are limited by the fact that it is written in the 

parties’ political playground. As the result, the political party programmes are texts 

about the political context of the parties. However, this type of text is neither 

uniform nor unambiguous. According to Palonen one obvious aspect of the political 

nature of the party programmes lies in their bias. At the same time, they are directed 

against some competing texts and, in that, they offer a certain perspective on change, 

i.e. they usually are not satisfied with the current situation. Palonen notes, that in 

political party programmes, it is a question of politics expressed in writing and 

reading. Moreover, the political party programmes are an interesting area of research 
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because they may provide many politically interesting dimensions that the authors 

did not even realize they included in the text. In other words, political positions leave 

room for interpretation and for that reason it is important to analyse what position 

is taken and, especially, what is said and how it is said – if said at all.9  

However, political party programmes may also be problematic. As Eeva Aarnio 

states it is good to take into consideration, that the writing of the program is also 

based on the individual goals of political actors. She continues, that it is not easy to 

recognise all the contextual factors such as the relationship of the programme to 

other party debates or whether the program is broadly related to the struggle between 

party leaders or to the certain politician’s political career.10 On the other hand, some 

contextual factors are more obvious, like the contradictions between opposition 

versus government parties, especially in the context of electoral party programmes 

i.e. opposition parties attack in their electoral programmes easily against government 

parties and the politics they have been engaged in last few years. This was also seen 

a couple of times in my study.    

Overall, political party programs comprise a wide variety of programmes, such as 

general programmes and action programmes. In political parties, general 

programmes are given the status of a programme of principles – which describes the 

enduring values and principles of the party – while various specific programmes are 

drawn up to correspond to practical action programmes, which present clear and 

detailed operational objectives. Olavi Borg mentions at least three different kinds of 

action programmes: 1. programmes, which involve only a part of the party’s target 

audience e.g. programmes for women or youth, 2. programmes for various policy 

areas e.g. economic or social programmes, 3. contextual campaign programmes e.g. 

election programmes. According to Borg election programmes are very special kind 

of action programmes. They are made for the short term and the content is often 

tactical and purposeful, if not outright propaganda.11 After all, electoral programmes 

are designed to garner as many votes as possible.  

As becomes obvious in Table 1 my research material consists mainly of election 

programmes. However, they do vary as while one is an official election programme 

other is a more like an ‘action plan’. They have also been drawn up by different 

organisations across a wide political spectrum. Furthermore, they have been 

 
9 Palonen Kari (1997): Kootut Retoriikat. Esimerkkejä politiikan luennasta. Jyväskylän yliopistopaino, 
Jyväskylä. pp. 21-23. 

10 Aarnio Eeva (2004): Ohjelmatutkimus ja poliittisesti lukemisen muutos. In Hänninen Sakari and 
Palonen Kari (eds.): Lue poliittisesti. Profiileja politiikan tutkimukseen. Kopijyvä Oy, Jyväskylä. pp. 
147-165. 

11 Borg Olavi (1965): Suomen puolueideologiat. WSOY, Porvoo pp. 17-18. 
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published over a long period of time. Even though not every party programme I 

analysed is officially an electoral programme, they are published at the time of 

elections. Nevertheless, I see that the issues I study, are possible to analyse using 

both kinds of programmes. Whether these programmes are special election 

programmes or not, these programmes reveal something about the attitudes and 

opinions of the political party as well as the society of its time. Nevertheless, the 

party programmes present well the main positions and views of the party on the 

topics of this study. They do cover the matters and issues, that parties regard as the 

most important. That also is the main reason why these programmes work very well 

as the source material of this study.  

In addition to analysing political party programmes, I also focus on historical 

development during recent decades. In this study, historical context plays a key role. 

This dissertation focuses on key turning points, presented above: 1970, 1993, and 

2010. I chose the primary source material from the years 1971/1972, 1991, 1995, 

and 2010.  

First, I chose the year 1971/1972 because the first state reform was carried out 

in 1970. It is thus interesting to see how political party programmes dealt with the 

issues of nationalism and Flemish autonomy analysed in this dissertation. The years 

1991 and 1995 were significant because Belgium became a fully-fledged federal state 

in 1993, and these years are around that milestone year. Finally, I chose the year 2010 

due to the fact that the winner of the 2010 federal elections, the N-VA, clearly 

declared that its goal was to achieve more autonomy for Flanders, even 

independence. This reveals something crucial about the political situation in Flanders 

in 2010. It is also interesting to see what attitudes towards the extending of autonomy 

can be found in other party programmes. Overall, these selected years correlate with 

significant events in Belgium’s political history. These turning points are the focus 

of this dissertation. 

In this dissertation, I reference discussions held in the Parliament in 1969, 1988 

and 2013. I chose these years due to the contemporary political situations in Belgium 

and based on their topics of discussion12. Even though this source material is clearly 

not as important as the political party programmes, it provides additional support 

and interesting background information on the political situation in Belgium. 

Naturally, one must bear in mind that the discussions were held by individual 

politicians, and it can be difficult to recognise when the politician speaks with the 

support of the party13. I selected politicians from the same Flemish political parties 

 
12 I present the selected years more specifically in 5. Analysing Parliamentary Discussions. 
13 I tackle this problem more when analysing the parliament discussions. 
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as the reviewed political party programmes as well as other politicians from French-

speaking political parties as their speeches also provide interesting information about 

the political situation in Belgium at the time. 

In addition to political party programmes and discussions held in the Parliament, 

my research material also includes research literature. Using several academic studies, 

I examine the political history of Belgium, in particular, how various constitutional 

reforms gradually transformed the centrally governed Belgium into a federal state. I 

also analyse the historical events like the Flemish Movement, concentrating on the 

period when the degree of politicisation of the Flemish Movement grew rapidly, and 

its nationalist nature became evident. 

Academic literature is significant to the analysis of central concepts and theories, 

especially nationalism and federalism, presented in this dissertation. My primary 

research material relates to the theory of nationalism and ‘imagined communities’ 

proposed by political scientist Benedict Anderson14. Historical sociologist Anthony 

Smith15’s theory of nationalism and national identity is also significant to the analysis 

presented in this dissertation. Another important theory is the theory of federal 

political systems presented by political scientists Daniel Elazar and Ronald Watts16. 

I also base my research on the theories of party politics by Eve Hepburn17, focusing 

on territorial party strategies. These theories relate to political science, history, and 

sociology. Therefore, this dissertation may be considered cross-disciplinary research. 

1.4 Methodological Framework 

I use a qualitative approach to analyse political party programmes operating 

conceptual content analysis. Thus, the delimitation of the study was made in relation 

to the certain concepts. According to Klaus Krippendorf ‘content analysis is a 

research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other 

 
14 Anderson Benedict (2016, originally published in 1983): Imagined Communities. Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism. CPI Group (UK), Ltd, Croydon. 

15 Smith Anthony D. (2001): Interpretations of National Identity. In Dieckhoff Alain and Gutièrrez 
Natividad (eds.): Modern Roots. Studies of National Identity. Ashgate Publishing Limited, Hampshire. 

16 Watts Ronald L. (2013): Typologies of federalism. In Loughlin John, Kincaid John and Swenden 
Wilfried (eds.): Routledge handbook of Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, London and New 
York. 

17 Hepburn, Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. 



 

34 

meaningful matter) to the contexts of their use18’. Hence, texts have a meaning in 

relation to the certain contexts, discourses, or purposes.19 Therefore, in the context 

of political party programmes it is possible to analyse, on which topic something is 

said and how it is said. In other words, how for example commitments, arguments 

or how certain themes or concepts are brought up and highlighted. According to 

Palonen here the programme text refers to the different selection situations. How 

something is said, and which concepts or topics are brought up in the first place 

becomes important.20  

I approach my source material using different concepts related to the context of 

my dissertation, including federalism, autonomy, nationalism, culture, identity, and 

region. When analysing the political party programmes, I i.a. look at how the political 

party programmes handle federalism, if at all. For this purpose, I look for any 

references to e.g. autonomy, regionalisation, decentralisation, and federalism. I also 

look at the context in which these concepts were discussed. I explore how the parties 

addressed the federalism and if they made any promises in their programmes 

concerning the topic. I also query if and how the parties used the concepts of 

federalism and autonomy in their programmes and argumentations. 

In presenting my analysis of political party programmes, I follow a certain pattern. 

First, I begin by analysing the programme at the macro level: How was the 

programme focused? Was it Belgium- or Flanders-oriented, or were they both in the 

forefront? I also establish whether the party programme identified with Belgium, 

Flanders, or, even broader, with Europe. Thereafter, I turn to domestic politics, 

focusing on issues like autonomy and its development – which is the main focus of 

this study. I concentrate on how the party programme saw the future: did the party 

believe Belgium would become a unitary, federal, or even confederal state? Lastly, I 

analyse the issues of cultural policy, focusing especially on language issues, and 

foreign/European policy. How do the party programmes see the role of Flanders in 

the European and international arena?  

 In my discussion, I also highlight the relations between the parties and related 

issues. In this fashion, I shift my study into a discursive context. After presenting the 

analysis of political party programmes, I concentrate on comparing different years 

 
18 Krippendorff Klaus (2004): Content Analysis: An introduction to Its Methodology. SAGE 
Publications, London. p. 18.  

19 Ibid. p. 24. 
20 Palonen Kari (1997): Kootut Retoriikat. Esimerkkejä politiikan luennasta. Jyväskylän yliopistopaino, 
Jyväskylä. p. 24. 
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and the kind of evolution that has taken place in recent decades concerning e.g. 

autonomy, nationalism, and European policies. 

Throughout the analysis, I focus on integrating theories with my source material. 

For instance, I utilise Daniel Elazar’s theory of specific categories of federal systems. 

Benedict Anderson’s theory of nationalism and how Flanders could possibly be seen 

as an imagined community is also important to my study. In this context, I focus on 

the Flemish versus the French language. Finally, Hepburn’s theory of territorial 

strategies is significant to my discussion of the Flemish political parties. 

In the context of the discussions held in the Parliament, I look at the texts using 

the same method of content analysis as I used with party programmes, i.e. focusing 

on certain concepts. In this way, I focus on how federalism and nationalism are seen 

in the discussions of Parliament during certain periods. I investigate what kind of 

attitudes can be identified in the discussions regarding i.a. extending autonomy, 

federalism and confederalism. In particular, I explore the discussions referring to 

subjects such as the new state reform or the revision of the constitution. I use these 

discussions, firstly, to illustrate the atmosphere that existed in Belgium’s political 

field at certain times and, secondly, to support my analysis of political party 

programmes. Therefore, I do not analyse the discussion process in a very detailed 

manner. Although it would have been interesting to dig deeper into the discussions 

held in the Parliament, it was not possible for work economical reasons. 

In this dissertation, the political history of Belgium plays a key role. Historical 

events come to the fore during the analysis process. According to Aarnio all the 

factors behind the programs are not always visible such as societal changes, 

upheavals and crises occurring at the time the party programme is drafted21. 

However, in this study historical events form an important contextual background 

and are linked directly to the analysis of the party programmes. After all, these 

historical events have played a significant role in the development of Flanders and 

have hugely impacted the current political situation. That is why historical events of 

certain decades have been included in the analysis of political party programmes. I 

refer to contemporary historical events when analysing political party programmes 

and discussions held in Parliament. Certain historical events may have had a 

considerable impact on the political party programmes and discussions held in 

Parliament. 

 
21 Aarnio Eeva (2004): Ohjelmatutkimus ja poliittisesti lukemisen muutos, In Hänninen Sakari and 
Palonen Kari (eds.): Lue poliittisesti. Profiileja politiikan tutkimukseen. Kopijyvä Oy, Jyväskylä. pp. 
147-165. 
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With the help of various academic studies, I also examine the political history of 

Belgium and how the various constitutional reforms gradually transformed the 

centrally governed Belgium into a federal state. These historical events set the scene 

for political events, political party programmes, and discussions held in Parliament. 

In general, there would have been many different possibilities to study the subject. 

I could have approached the research questions by using exclusively or partially 

quantitative techniques, like different data from the manifesto project database. Like 

Tapani Alkula, Seppo Pöntinen and Pekka Ylöstalo note the quantitative and 

qualitative methodologies can complete each other in some cases22. Undoubtedly, it 

would have offered fruitful information concerning my research questions. 

However, the main reason why I did not use quantitative methods is the focus of 

my dissertation. I did not want to put emphasis only on the clear quantitative facts 

(for example how many times certain word exists in the text) but rather on the wider 

discourse behind the subject. In other words, I did not see it important to transform 

my observations into quantitative statistical data. I preferred to use qualitative 

content analysis to put focus on the intentionality and its implications in order to 

analyse observations in the wider context. As Alkula, Pöntinen and Ylöstalo mention 

the qualitative methods are much more sensitive regarding the concepts compared 

to quantitative methods23.  

On the other hand, I could also have used various qualitative methodologies in 

order to answer the research questions, especially regarding parliament speeches. 

Definitely, it might have been one possible option, which would have helped me to 

see different perspectives. However, in this study parliament speeches were not at 

the main focus. They were used primarily as supplementary material to the party 

programmes. Secondly, when doing the doctoral dissertation it is important also to 

draw boundaries on what you want to study and on which questions you want to 

concentrate on. Finally, when choosing the methods, the possibilities are infinite. 

Everything depends on the perspective and focus. In this study I chose to use 

qualitative methods, more specifically conceptual content analysis. 

 
22 Alkula Tapani, Pöntinen Seppo and Ylöstalo Pekka (2002): Sosiaalitutkimuksen kvantitatiiviset 
menetelmät. WS Bookwell Oy, Juva. p. 13. 

23 Ibid. pp. 18-19. 
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1.5 Merging History, Political Party Programmes, and 
Parliamentary Discussions 

This dissertation merges history, political party programmes, and parliamentary 

discussions. It is a challenging combination, especially when the historical timeline 

stretches from 1969 to 2013 and beyond. Firstly, Belgium’s political system itself is 

very complex, containing various sublevels, such as regions and communities. 

Secondly, Belgian political history is multi-faceted and colourful. Thirdly, Belgium’s 

political parties have an infamous history of splitting and renaming themselves, 

which brings a unique aspect to the analysis. 

It is difficult to consider all events and their effects on political party programmes 

and parliamentary discussions. Nevertheless, it would have been impossible, 

although extremely interesting, to consider all the political events and their influences 

in the context of my research questions. Therefore, I concentrate only on major 

historical events. 

At a terminological level, one of the main problems what I encountered was the 

use of language, specifically whether I use the Flemish language/culture or Dutch 

language/culture. When analysing my source material, I chose to highlight the 

phrasing mentioned in the material. Where a political party is referred to in Dutch, I 

provide the same word. Likewise, if the politician uses a Dutch language phrase in a 

speech, I use the same word in my analysis. However, my aim is to use Flemish 

language/culture as much as possible because that is one of the main topics of this 

dissertation. Officially, the Flemish language is a dialect of the Dutch language, but 

the topic of my dissertation justifies the use of the Flemish language/culture 

specifically. 

In general, I encountered a lot of challenges where I had to make choices, such 

as the issue of language. Overall, my aim was to focus on my research questions. 

However, from time to time, I had to decide how much historical detail to go into 

when the main question dealt with political parties and their party programmes. 

Historical development was also one of the main dimensions in my study, so I had 

to determine how deeply I would explore it without straying too far from my core 

purpose. In the end, history is not something that you can change, but it is certainly 

something you can learn from, even when considering the future of Flanders. 
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1.6 Added Value of this Study 

There have been a lot of high-quality studies concerning Belgium and its political 

history, but this dissertation presents something new. Unlike previous studies, this 

study concentrates on Flanders specifically and compares different Flemish parties 

from the 1970s onwards. In addition, I also use parliamentary discussions as 

background support my source material. These reveal a lot about the atmosphere of 

the time. This dissertation connects political party programmes and parliamentary 

discussions together. 

I have lived in Belgium for eight years, but I still see myself as an outsider who 

observes things from a distance. Because of this, I am able to see the political 

situation of Flanders and Belgium from a different, more comprehensive 

perspective. 

I believe that my dissertation is topical and important because Belgium has 

recently witnessed significant erosion of the traditional nation-state. The popularity 

of political parties that support the independence of Flanders has increased in recent 

decades. As an outsider, one might think that the crises in Belgium have grown 

enormously during the 2000s, but in truth, such unrest has been underneath the 

political climate since Belgium declared independence in 1830. This is part of a 

longer-term trend that has only increased over the last decade. 

My dissertation also adds more general value, as there have been similar 

developments in other European countries, such as Spain and the United Kingdom, 

where there have been vivid movements in Catalonia and Scotland. The movement 

towards independence has become topical, and there has even been a referendum 

for Catalonian independence, last in 2017, which was declared illegal by Spanish 

Constitutional Court. Similarly, the future of Scotland after Brexit is in question. 

Scotland had its own independence referendum in 2014 as people were asked if 

Scotland should be an independent country or not. This time ‘No-side’ won with 

55% of votes. Nevertheless, after Brexit, Scottish parliament has brought up a 

proposal on the new independence referendum. This kind of study about 

nationalism and nation-states is contemporary and important, given the current 

atmosphere in Europe. The disintegration of nation-states has become a more 

common phenomenon, and, if this trend continues, it may spread across Europe, 

including to Belgium. The main question is if there is enough room for it to grow. 
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1.7 Limitations of this Study 

There were many possible questions to concentrate on in the context of this topic. I 

could have focused more on parliamentary discussions or included more political 

parties in my analysis. I ultimately chose the political parties with long histories in 

Belgian politics and maintained political support. There was the possibility of 

analysing other political materials, such as journals, magazines, and notebooks from 

political conferences; however, I decided that political party programmes were the 

most reliable material to use for my study. These programmes present parties’ visions 

and opinions even though particularly election programmes are designed to get as 

many votes as possible. 

However, it would also have been interesting to analyse the party programmes of 

the Flemish Green Party (Partij Groen), which has increased in popularity during the 

2000s. However, as the party did not exist in 1971/1972, it was not possible to 

analyse its party programme in that period. Similarly, it would have been useful to 

examine some political parties more exactly, especially the N-VA, or to have 

exclusively on the N-VA. Nevertheless, by focusing on four different political 

parties, I am able to compare them and form a more complete picture of the political 

situation in Flanders. However, I could have also chosen to focus on different or 

more years, and, therefore, more source material. But, I had to draw the boundary 

somewhere. I had to also consider the core of the study so that it was not too broad. 

In the analysis I focused strongly on culture and language issues regarding 

nationalist matters. It would have been interesting to concentrate also on socio-

economic issues. After all, it is an important factor not only in the context of Flemish 

Movement but also, as we see later, behind the success of N-VA. However, I decided 

to choose culture and language in the context of nationalist matters because I see 

that they are more clearly linked to nationalism, especially to Anderson’s theory of 

imagined communities, which is one of the main theories of this study. Therefore, 

my main focus is on culture and language, and not, for instance, on socio-economic 

issues.  

A topic that receives less attention than is due is the Brussels-Capital Region. This 

officially bilingual region, which has its own Parliament, would have been interesting 

to analyse in-depth. Unfortunately, such an analysis was beyond the context of this 

study as the primary focus of this dissertation was Flanders. Brussels and its unique 

position in the Belgian political field appear in some discussions but inevitably 

receives less attention. 
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2 THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

Belgium is a constitutional monarchy and a parliamentary democracy, which has 

developed step by step from a unitary state to a federal state over the past several 

decades. As a country became more and more divided it seemed that there was no 

other choice but to move towards federalism. It was not the only way, but obviously 

the best way for Belgium to survive24. The first state reform in 1970, which mainly 

concerned cultural autonomy, was the first step in this road towards federalism. In 

1993, changes to the Constitution in the fourth state reform made unitary Belgium 

became a federal state with the bicameral federal Parliament consisting Senate and 

the House of Representatives. Overall, it was thought that this reform would be the 

last, but this assumption turned out to be very wrong. 

The federalisation process is still ongoing after six state reforms, moving towards 

deeper decentralisation and confederalism. According to Bart Maddens and Kristine 

Vanden Berghe, Belgium attempted to appease the demands of subnational 

segments by granting them a considerable amount of territorial autonomy. Thus, it 

has gradually become a highly decentralised federation in an attempt to hold the 

country together.25 

In this chapter, I focus on the concepts of nationalism and federalism. In 

addition, I touch on the concepts of multiculturalism and regionalism, especially in 

party politics. There would have been many interesting and fruitful options to 

explore in these theories, for instance focusing more on multiculturalism but, 

regarding the topic and source material, it is more important to concentrate on 

nationalism and federalism. Moreover, I chose to put focus on those which provide 

the best basis for my source material.  

Federalism plays a leading role in my study. There are many theories on this 

subject in the discipline of political science, and it is not easy to choose which 

theories to highlight. Thus, I focused on Belgium and theories that explain federalism 

 
24 Hooghe Liesbet (2004): Belgium: Hollowing the center. In Amoretti Ugo M and Bermeo Nancy 
Gina (eds.): Federalism and territorial cleavages. JHU Press, Baltimore. p. 81. 

25 Maddens Bart & Vanden Berghe Kristine (2001): The identity politics of multicultural nationalism. 
A comparison between the regular public addresses of the Belgian and the Spanish Monarchs (1990-
2000). S.I., ECPR. p. 3. 
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from Belgium’s point of view. As will be detailed later, federalism in Belgium is 

unique and is far away from the typical model of federalism. The concept of 

federalism is also interesting because it is one of the main reasons why Belgium has 

survived uniformly through political crises. Daniel Elazar’s category of federal 

systems is also significant in this context. 

Another important concept is the concept of nationalism. Anderson sees the 

nation as an imagined political community where people have a common idea of 

belonging together. He also raises language as a significantly important factor in this 

concept.26 Here, Flanders fits very well in this equation. Anderson’s theory is well-

suited to the Flemish language and common, unique history of Flanders. Anderson’s 

theory is in the background throughout this dissertation. In addition to Anderson’s 

theory, Smith’s theory of national identity is also relevant. 

I have divided the chapter into three different parts. Firstly, I focus on 

nationalism and national identity. I present Benedict Anderson’s theory of the nation 

as an imagined community, which serves as a backdrop for the entire dissertation. I 

also concentrate on language as a catalyst for national consciousness. After 

presenting interpretations of national identity, I address the characteristics of 

national identity in Belgium. 

Secondly, I concentrate on federalism in general and present the federal political 

system. I note the difference between confederation and federation and present 

Daniel Elazar and Ronald Watts’ categories of federal systems. Moreover, the theory 

of dynamic federalism by Patricia Popelier is important as it suits very well to the 

Belgian situation. I also emphasise plurinational federalism. In the case of Belgium, 

these governmental concepts cannot be discussed without also discussing 

multinationalism and multiculturalism. Perhaps the most unique feature in Belgium’s 

political domain is its multiculturalism. This multiculturalism brings many dynamics 

and multilevel complexity into Belgian politics.  

Finally, I explore regionalism and the dynamics of party politics. I discuss the rise 

of stateless nationalist and regionalist parties in Belgium. In Belgium, regionalist 

parties27 have been victorious in recent decades. This provides a fruitful point of 

departure for the chapter. Overall, this theoretical framework creates the basis for 

my analysis of source material. 

 
26 Anderson Benedict (2016, originally published in 1983): Imagined Communities. Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism. CPI Group (UK), Ltd, Croydon. p. 36. 
27 For instance, N-VA. 
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2.1 Imagined Communities as an Overarching Theoretical 
Thread 

Nationalism can be regarded as a relatively modern phenomenon. According to 

Anderson, it was not until the arrival of print language and the convergence of 

capitalism that a new form of imagined community and national consciousness was 

able to develop. Because of the existence of a print language, people were able to 

imagine a national community.28 

But how to define nationalism or the concept of the nation? Keating states that 

the resurgence of nationalism in European societies in the late 20th century aroused 

old debates and different theories that had one thing in common: they all tried to 

give general explanations of a phenomenon. However, theories which are developed 

in one context do not usually fit elsewhere.29 Thus, nationalism and the concept of 

a nation are extremely difficult to define and analyse in an exhaustive manner. In this 

dissertation, I approach nationalism mainly on the basis of Anderson’s definition. 

He states that nationality, or nation-ness, and nationalism are cultural artefacts of a 

particular kind30. He emphasises a historical point of view by noting that to 

understand these concepts properly, we need to consider how they have come into 

historical being, i.e. in what ways their meanings have changed over time, and why 

they command such profound emotional legitimacy.31 In the following section, we 

look more closely at the concept of a nation as an imagined community as Anderson 

sees it. 

2.1.1 The nation as an imagined community 

Anderson sees nation as an imagined political community — and an imagined as 

both inherently limited and sovereign. Firstly, the nation is imagined as limited 

because even the largest ones have finite but flexible boundaries with other nations. 

Secondly, the nation is imagined as sovereign because the concept was formed in a 

time when enlightenment and revolution were destroying the legitimacy of 

 
28 Anderson Benedict (2016, originally published in 1983): Imagined Communities. Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism. CPI Group (UK), Ltd, Croydon. p. 46. 
29 Keating, Michael (2001): Nations without states: Minority nationalism in the global era. In Requejo 
Ferran (ed.), Democracy and national pluralism. Routledge, London. p. 40. 
30 Anderson Benedict (2016, originally published in 1983): Imagined Communities. Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism. CPI Group (UK), Ltd, Croydon. p. 4. 
31 Ibid. 
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hierarchical dynastic realms. Even the most anxious supporters of world religions 

had to face unparalleled challenges as the diversity of religions and variability of 

geographic distribution grew. That is why nations dream of freedom, and the 

guarantee of this freedom is a sovereign state. Thirdly, Anderson sees the nation 

imagined as a community because the nation is always fundamentally conceived as a 

deep, horizontal comradeship, even though exploitation and actual inequality may 

prevail. According to Anderson, due to this fraternity so many people are willing to 

die for such limited imaginings.32 

Anderson speculates as to what is behind all of this willingness. He believes that 

the answer to these sacrifices lies in the cultural roots of nationalism.33 Anderson 

states that ‘nationalism has to be understood by aligning it, not with self-consciously 

held political ideologies, but with the large cultural systems that preceded it, out of 

which — as well as against which — it came into being.34’ Anderson names the two 

relevant cultural systems as religious communities and dynastic realms. However, as 

Anderson puts it, it would be short-sighted to consider that the imagined 

communities of nations just grew out of and replaced religious communities and 

dynastic realms. Beneath all of this, there was a fundamental change occurring 

throughout the world that made it possible to conceive of the nation.35 

Thus, Anderson declares that the ability to imagine the nation did not arise until 

three ancient and fundamental cultural conceptions left people’s minds. The first 

was the idea that a certain script language offered a privileged path to ontological 

truth precisely because it was an integral part of that truth. The second idea was the 

belief that society was organised naturally under and around the major centres, e.g. 

under the kings who differed from other people and who governed based on some 

form of cosmological dispensation. The third idea was a concept of temporality 

where cosmology and history were inseparable and the world and human origins 

essentially identical. The slow, uneven decline of these ideas and certainties, in the 

context of economic change and new social and scientific discoveries, created a 

wedge between cosmology and history.36 

It is not surprising that people started to search for a new way to connect 

brotherhood, power, and time together. Nothing helped in this search more than 

print-capitalism, which helped rapidly growing peoples to see and think about 

 
32 Anderson Benedict (2016, originally published in 1983): Imagined Communities. Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism. CPI Group (UK), Ltd, Croydon. pp. 6-7. 

33 Ibid. 

34 Ibid. p. 12. 
35 Ibid. pp. 12-22. 
36 Ibid. p. 36. 
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themselves as well as relate themselves to others in new ways.37 Overall, Anderson 

emphasises how the role of culture as nationalism continued to grow and strengthen 

in a time when people started to think differently about the world. One very 

important aspect of this context was a common language, which definitely 

strengthened the national consciousness.38 

2.1.2 Language as a catalyst for the national consciousness 

As is stated before, Anderson sees print language to be one of the main factors that 

gave rise to national consciousness. Anderson concludes that ‘the convergence of 

capitalism and print technology on the fatal diversity of human language created the 

possibility of a new form of imagined community, which in its basic morphology set 

the stage for the modern nation.’39 Thus, Anderson emphasises the role of ‘national 

print-languages,’ and sees these as a crucial element in the rise of national 

consciousness.40 

When Belgium declared its independence in 1830, the language situation was 

complex. In Belgium, the people living in the south spoke French (or French 

dialects) as the people living in the north spoke Dutch (not the standardised Dutch 

of the Netherlands, but a variety of Dutch dialects). However, elites in the north of 

Belgium, especially in the larger cities of Brussels, Antwerp and Ghent, also spoke 

French. French was not only a language of literature and modern philosophy but 

also the language of diplomacy.41 French was also chosen as the official language of 

administration, law and military affairs, and politics. In addition, it was taught in 

schools all over Belgium.42 Finally, the Flemish Movement43 invited Flemish people 

to imagine a special kind of community through print language, i.e. the Flemish 

language. As Liesbet Hooghe puts it, Flemish nationalists imagined their community 

along cultural-linguistic lines.44 

 
37 Ibid.  
38 Anderson Benedict (2016, originally published in 1983): Imagined Communities. Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism. CPI Group (UK), Ltd, Croydon. pp. 67-74. 
39 Ibid. p.46.  
40 Ibid. pp. 67-74. 
41 Deschouwer Kris (2009): The politics of Belgium. Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke. pp. 18-19.  
42 Frognier André P., Quevit Michel and Stenbock Marie (1982): Regional imbalances and centre – 
Periphery relationships in Belgium, 251-278. In Rokkan Stein and Urwin Derek W (eds.): The Politics 
of territorial identity. Studies in European regionalism. SAGE Publications Ltd, London. p. 253.  

43 See chapter 3.1.2 The Flemish Movement as a springboard for a Flemish consciousness. 
44 Hooghe Liesbet (1993): Belgium: from regionalism to federalism. Regional Politics and Policy. Vol.3, 
Spring, No.1. pp. 44-68. 
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The role of language in shaping national identity is very important. According to 

Lynn Williams language is an integral part of our identity. She continues that most 

people are perfectly happy to imagine a specific national community through a 

particular print language, so long as this print language is basically the same language 

as their native tongue.45 However, Williams also notes that the role of language is 

not as evident as Anderson appears to suggest. In addition to operating as a gate 

through which an individual or group may pass to the community, language also 

creates a real obstacle for those who want to enter the community, but never are able 

to become linguistically naturalised. Language may also be an obstacle for those who 

want to be loyal to their roots and, for that reason, do not to change their native 

tongue for a new one.46 

The language obstacle, in most cases, affects only to the first generation. The next 

generation will always show that they are linguistically capable of entering a new 

community. However, whether or not it decides to do so, depends on a several 

factors, especially on the image of the target culture. This image is conveyed to the 

new generation by the collective memory of that specific group to which the 

generation belongs. According to Williams, for this reason, it is necessary that access 

into the new community is always by invitation, never by force.47  

As have been seen above many scholars see language as an important part of 

national identity formation. However, it must be mentioned that in all cases language 

is not playing the leading role. For instance, according to Pasi Ihalainen in the 

historical Netherlands, Calvinism had a great impact on the construction of national 

identity48.49    

 
45 Williams Lynn (1999): National Identity and the Nation-State: Construction, Reconstruction and 
Contradiction. In Cameron Keith (ed.): National Identity. Intellect Books, Exeter. p. 15.  

46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. pp. 8-16. 

48 Pasi Ihalainen notes, that in Northern Netherlands the clergy of the public church were involved in 
shaping the official understanding of the nation. The sermons were not only under theological but 
also political control. Thus, the authority to the clergy was given by the secular authorities as they 
usually attended to the service and influenced strongly to the service itself. Hence, the clergy of the 
public church had a central role in the construction of Dutch national identity. 

49 Ihalainen Pasi (2005): Protestant Nations Redefined. Changing Perceptions of National Identity in 
the Rhetoric of English, Dutch and Swedish Public Churches 1685-1772. BRILL, Leiden and Boston. 
p. 57.  
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2.1.3 Official nationalism 

In the context of nationalism, Anderson brings up a concept that he calls ‘official 

nationalism.’ According to Anderson, during the 19th century, the philological-

lexicographic revolution50 and intra-European nationalist movements constituted 

cultural and political challenges for many dynasties. Ultimately, the ‘naturalisation’ 

of these dynasties led to ‘official nationalism.’ According to Anderson, it is important 

to notice that official nationalism progressed after and in reaction to the popular 

national movements that had increased rapidly in Europe since the 1820s.51 In 

addition, these official nationalisms were not historically possible until after the 

presence of popular linguistic nationalisms. In the end, they were reactions of power-

groups to the fear of being excluded from popular imagined communities.52 

Although there was no dynasty, like the Habsburgs or Romanovs, in Belgium, the 

situation was somewhat similar. As mentioned above, since Belgium gained 

independence by French-speaking nobles, French was the official language of e.g. 

administration and politics53. In the French-speaking Wallonia, economy grew 

rapidly. Flanders, on the other hand, had been prosperous principally in the 16th 

century, was mainly agrarian and rural. It had been separated from Netherlands after 

the Treaty of Münster in 1648 and, since then, treated as a distant periphery. Because 

of this period of isolation, by 1830 Flanders had practically no elites who were 

culturally integrated with the Flemish people nor who could have identified with the 

Flemish community. In addition, the Flemish language itself had fragmented into 

several local dialects. Therefore, when the Belgium state was born, the centre was 

indeed French-speaking politically, economically as well as culturally.54 

Thus, the gap between the French-speaking elite and Flemish-speaking people 

was apparent.55 From the very beginning, the Flemish people were outsiders. Laws 

of 1831 and 1845 specified that only the French versions of Acts of Parliament and 

 
50 Anderson states that lexicographic revolution in Europe created and spread the belief that languages 
were the private property of certain groups and that these groups were imagined as communities and 
were entitled to their independent places in a fraternity of equals. 
51 Anderson Benedict (2016, originally published in 1983): Imagined Communities. Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism. CPI Group (UK), Ltd, Croydon. pp. 82-86.  
52 Ibid. pp.109-110. 
53 Frognier André P., Quevit Michel and Stenbock Marie (1982): Regional imbalances and centre – 
Periphery relationships in Belgium, pp. 251-278. In Rokkan Stein and Urwin Derek W (eds.): The 
politics of territorial Identity. Studies in European regionalism. SAGE Publications Ltd, London. p. 
253.  
54 Ibid. 
55 Fitzmaurice John (1996): The Politics of Belgium. A Unique Federalism. Hurst & Company, 
London. p. 30. 
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royal decrees were official texts. Flemish, on the other hand, could not be used either 

in Parliament or in the courts. In addition, Flemish language could not be used in 

the school system.56 Therefore, although there was no clear dynasty, the French 

language was official, and French-speaking people were clearly superior to Flemish 

people. 

Gradually Flemish nationalists began to gain a foothold. An arrêté royal57 on the 

correct spelling of Dutch in Flanders was declared in 1844, and, in 1851 a royal 

commission was established to examine the Flemish issue. This was an obvious 

response to the emerging Flemish Movement58, which had expressed itself through 

actions, such as the 1840 General Petition to Parliament. As a result, the royal 

commission recommended the sole use of Flemish language in primary education, 

equality with French in secondary schools, and the use of Flemish e.g. in 

administrative procedures in Flanders.59 

National movements have a major impact on society as a whole, including 

political systems. This was the case with the Flemish Movement. According to Lynn 

Williams the absolute goal of nationalist movements is to make the nation and the 

state coexist i.e. when they become conscious of their national identity, nations 

almost always demand the right to govern themselves. The fact that they are 

empowered to do so is something which has long been generally accepted.60 

Nevertheless, it should be noted, that not all nationalist movements put focus on 

independence. Regarding Flemish Movement the nationalist nature became obvious 

after the First World War as it first started to demand cultural autonomy61. This topic 

is discussed more in section 3.1.2. The Flemish Movement as a springboard for a 

Flemish consciousness and in section 3.1.3. Walloon subnationalism.   

 
56 Ibid. 
57 Royal decree is a governmental decree which regards implementation or application of legislation. 
It is needed to be signed with the formal signature of the King. 

58 Nationalist Movement, which wanted to improve the rights of Flemish people.  
59 Fitzmaurice John (1996): The Politics of Belgium. A Unique Federalism. Hurst & Company, 
London. p. 30. 

60 Williams Lynn (1999): National Identity and the Nation-State: Construction, Reconstruction and 
Contradiction. In Cameron Keith (ed.): National Identity. Intellect Books, Exeter. p.7. 

61 Prinsloo Riana (2001): Subnationalism in a cleavaged Society with reference to the Flemish 
Movement since 1945. Faculteit Sociale Wetenschappen – Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, 
K.U.Leuven, Leuven. pp. 147-148. 
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2.1.4 Minority nationalism 

In recent decades, the relationships between territory, identity, function, and 

institutions have changed rapidly as the nations and states have been built and, again, 

rebuilt. This also has supplied different possibilities to construct new systems of 

social regulation and collective action within and beyond the state. According to 

Keating, these new systems take various forms, like minority nationalism, which take 

place in regions where there already is a historic sense of identity, an institutional 

legacy, and a political leadership, which is able to create a new system. Keating states 

that the impacts of globalisation and supranational integration have mixed with the 

reawakening of minority nationalism, as has occurred in Belgium. If there is no state, 

or even an intention to create one, this minority nationalism must find other ways to 

support collective identity, build institutions, and improve policy capacity. Keating 

calls this process ‘stateless nation-building.’62 

This has been occurring in Flanders where the region has its own Parliament and 

general representation within the Permanent Representation of Belgium to the EU. 

In fact, this General Representation of the Government of Flanders consists of a 

series of counsellors from different Flemish policy areas and is led by a general 

representative of the Flemish Government. Flemish counsellors may e.g. participate 

in the working groups of the European Council, inform on the latest developments 

in Europe, assist Flemish ministers in the Council, or operate as spokespeople for 

Belgium. Overall, Flemish counsellors keep contact with European institutions and 

representations of other countries and regions, focusing on Flemish interests.63 

Keating states that one of the most important factors in minority nationalism is the 

creation of collective identity. He continues that if history is crucial in describing the 

nation and its requests, a good foundation for collective identity is a cultural identity 

where the regional culture is open to merging incomers and members of minority 

groups. In general, these stateless nations allow bilingualism as well as a certain 

pluralism. In addition, they also use language policy to strengthen national identity. 

However, as Keating reminds us, in Flanders, unilingualism is practised because of 

the Belgian decision to settle linguistic disagreements by efficiently separating the 

populations.64 This very decision may have fostered Flemish identity. 

 
62 Keating Michael (2001): Nations without states: Minority nationalism in the global era. In Requejo 
Ferran (ed.), Democracy and national pluralism. Routledge, London. pp. 40-44. 

63 www.fdfa.be/en/representation-to-the-eu 
64 Keating Michael (2001): Nations without states: Minority nationalism in the global era. In Requejo 
Ferran (ed.): Democracy and national pluralism. Routledge, London. pp.44-46. 
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According to Keating minority nationalism also makes requests about self-

determination and demands the right for a nation to bargain its own constitutional 

future.65 This has also been the case in Flanders where certain parties, like the N-

VA, have declared their definitive goal to be an independent Flanders. This process 

of claiming self-determination for Flanders started decades ago and has achieved 

some results by making Belgium a federation. The process is still ongoing. 

According to Keating, since the 1960s, stateless nations have gained from a trend 

towards decentralisation and regionalisation. In Belgium, for instance, political 

decentralisation has been recognised as a response to the demands of minority 

nationalist. Thus, in Flanders, the Flemish government and Parliament have 

combined together and accomplished a logical and balanced system in contrast to its 

Walloon/francophone counterpart that consists of a more complex situation of 

community government (French community) and regional government (Walloon 

Region).66 

Finally, Keating notes that functional decentralisation can also destroy the state. 

This seems to be happening in a present-day Belgium. According to Keating there 

may be two reasons for this: First, when powers are transferred down to 

communities and regions or up to EU, the state gradually becomes redundant. 

Second, when elites, which are based on regions and communities overtake the 

national political system, they, at the same time, tear down the idea of Belgian 

political class.67 

Keating’s theory of minority nationalism shares many similar aspects with 

Anderson’s imagined communities. In both theories, certain people or nations share 

the same cultural identity and especially the same language. Thus, they identify with 

the people who live in the same territory and share the same cultural identity. 

However, Keating’s theory goes further by looking at state constitutions and 

institution building. 

2.1.5 Interpretations of national identity 

According to Anthony Smith, the multiple and circumstantial character of modern 

identities is starting point for so-called ‘post-modernist’ theories of national identity, 

 
65 Ibid. pp. 47-48. 
66 Ibid. pp. 54-55. 
67 Ibid. pp. 55-56. 
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notably those of Homi Bhabha and Anderson.68 Smith notes that, for Bhabha, the 

national self is created in relation to the other, i.e. important outsider, who hence 

defines the self. In fact, cultural difference is irreversible, showing the ambivalence 

and hybrid nature of national modernity in every state. Concretely, the arrival of e.g. 

immigrants, ex-colonials and asylum-seekers, has deteriorated homogeneous 

national identities, or rather the traditional pedagogical images and narratives of 

national homogeneity. Thus, it has showed the hybrid nature of national identity 

today.69 

Smith notes, that Bhabha focus on the role of the outsider and stranger when 

defining group identity. Bhabha (as cited by Smith) goes even further, and points out 

that today, all collective identity is hybridised and fragmented. In anxious states, 

every national identity is revealed to be ambivalent and insecure, consisted of 

fragments from the ex-colonial periphery that cannot, and refuse to, be integrated 

and assimilated.70 

In contrast, Smith sees that Anderson’s theory is very different. For Anderson, 

nation and national identities are self — rather than other — determined. Moreover, 

they are clearly different from the hybridised and split narratives of Bhabha. 

Contrarily, nations and nationalism, in their depth and extent, resemble the culture 

and religion rather than ideology. As mentioned above, Anderson sees the nation as 

an imagined political community, at once sovereign and territorially limited; but also 

as imagined, because most of its members will never see or know one another. 

However, once it is created, this imagined community symbolise a powerful 

sociological reality as the community imagines moving linearly through ‘empty, 

homogeneous time.’ Thus, for Anderson, the sociological reality of national 

identities can best be understood by analysing the narratives and images of people 

who represent the imagined community to others.71 

Smith points out that Anderson and Bhabha’s interpretations of national identity 

are problematic because e.g. immigration and cultural mingling have made it more 

and more challenging to find homogeneous nations today. Smith sees other 

problems too. For example, he says that the idea, that national identity can be read 

as a narrative, a deconstructive collection of texts, to expose the imagined 

 
68 Smith Anthony D. (2001): Interpretations of National Identity. In Dieckhoff Alain and Gutièrrez 
Natividad (eds.): Modern Roots. Studies of national identity. Ashgate Publishing Limited, Hampshire. 
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community, is a suggestive idea. This idea connects national identity to symbolism 

and artistic and literary creativity.72 

According to Smith, a more conventional but sociologically rooted view sees 

national identity as a creation of the bourgeoisie, which met the political needs of 

ruling classes in a capitalist era. Eric Hobsbawm notes (as cited by Smith) that 

capitalism produces instability and is generalising: the mass commodity production 

and monetization are worldwide, impersonal, and destroys the value of use. 

Simultaneously, capitalism also increases social misery and worker alienation. 

Hobsbawm sees, that the workers, in turn, become class conscious, form unions, 

campaign for economic reforms, and join revolutionary movements. In the end, the 

ruling class discover that it must channel the revolutionary energies of the masses 

into constructive and stable organisations. Thus, it creates traditions of community, 

status, and order, e.g. sports associations, scouts, annual celebrations and choral 

societies, which dominates the masses. Finally, the most efficient set of these 

‘invented traditions’ is nation and national identity.73 According to Hobsbawm, for 

instance, the middle-class sport combined the invention of political and social 

traditions by providing a tool for national identification and a de facto community. 

Moreover, the invention of nationally specific sports gave a new expressions of 

nationalism.74 Hobsbawm considers, that the ‘invention of tradition’ must always be 

taken into consideration when examining the national phenomena.75 

Smith also presents the interpretation, that regards nation and national identity as 

products of modernity. In fact, according to this approach, identity is a product of a 

specific kind of modern culture and education. Smith continues, that according to 

Ernest Gellner nationalism becomes dominant only under specific social conditions 

which exist only in the modern world. Thus, before the modern era there could not 

be either nations or nationalism because the culture of the elites was completely 

different from the small communities of peasants. In reality, there was, in such 

societies, neither need for nor the opportunity for linguistic and cultural 

homogeneity and for national identity. The opposite is the case in modern societies 

because the modernisation has demolished the role structures of traditional 
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societies.76 According to Gellner the ability to move between different jobs or 

otherwise communicate and collaborate with numerous other people in this kind of 

society requires that its members are able to communicate in speech and writing i.e. 

they have to be educated. The result is the necessity of universal literacy and 

education, and a cultural homogeneity.77 Gellner does state that nationalism contains 

some very important traits like homogeneity (culturally), literacy and anonymity.78 

2.1.5.1  The concept of national identity 

Smith sees that national identity is a separate concept from that of nationalism. 

According to Smith the concept of national identity may be defined as ‘the 

maintenance and continuous reproduction of the pattern of values, symbols, 

memories, myths and traditions that compose the distinctive heritage of nations, and 

the identifications of individuals with that of particular heritage and those values, 

symbols, memories, myths and traditions.’79 

In fact, national identities can be seen to be constantly re-formed through 

processes of selection of symbolic elements from that ethno-heritage and re-

identifications with the re-formed ethno-heritage. Processes of reconstruction, re-

interpretation, and re-identification of ethno-symbolic elements are essential to the 

endurance and flexibility of many national identities, especially in the modern era.80 

Smith proposes that external events, such as wars, immigration, economic 

transformations, and religious movements, constantly produce changes, gradually or 

within a single generation. These, in fact, exist in the current parts of national 

identities, their interrelations, and their images as conveyed in official or widely 

recognised texts, artefacts, traditions and customs.81 

Finally, to be ‘national,’ such identities must concern all the members of the 

community in such a way as to cater the minimum requirements of the ideology of 

nationalism. First; their elements are ‘authentic’ and unique, second; they join all the 
 

76 Smith Anthony D. (2001): Interpretations of National Identity. In Dieckhoff Alain and Gutièrrez 
Natividad (eds.): Modern Roots. Studies of national identity. Ashgate Publishing Limited, Hampshire. 
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77 Gellner Ernest (1987): Culture, Identity and Politics. Cambridge University Press, New York. pp. 
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78 Gellner Ernest (1983): Nations and Nationalism. Blackwell Publishers. Oxford. pp.137-143. 
79 Smith Anthony D. (2001): Interpretations of National Identity. In Dieckhoff Alain and Gutièrrez 
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members in a single social and territorial body of theoretical equals, and third; they 

are autonomous, i.e. free of external or internal pressure. This approach of national 

identity is build on a vision that roots nations and national identities in cultural 

traditions and continuities. Smith notes that the main suppositions of this 

perspective are: 

1. The elements of national identities comes from those ethnic communities or 

ethnies which dominate the state. Nations and their identities are constituted on the 

basis of one or other of these ethno-histories and ethno-heritages. 

2. Many of these ethno-histories and heritages are pre-modern, while some of 

them are ancient. As a result, the profound break in cultural and social continuity 

with pre-modern agrarian eras suggested by modernist and post-modernist theories 

of nationalism is often overstated. 

3. The ethnic heritage has often transformed and continues to do so in the 

modern era by the processes of rediscovery, selection, reconstruction, and re-

identification of ‘authentic’ ethnic elements, so that none of these components can 

be considered as perennial, or ancient, for that matter. 

4. Symbols are tools through which whole peoples may be mobilised, and their 

identifications reattached, on the grounds of pre-existing vernacular histories and 

cultures. This is why symbolic matters are so significant for ethno-nationalist 

struggles.82 

2.1.5.2  Patterns of national identity 

Ethno-symbolic reconstruction is the process through which national identities are 

reformed out of ethnic ties and characteristics and then, again, reproduced or 

transformed. According to Smith, it exists, more or less, in every generation. It 

modifies but never demolishes the basic patterning of the dominant ethno-heritage 

that supports any desired and recognised national identity.83 

Smith finds that it is possible to distinguish a different kind of national identities 

regarding to the trajectory of their historical formation. Three of these types have 

been particularly significant, historically: the ethnic, the civic, and the plural. First, 

national identity is more ethnic and genealogical in nature, if the trajectory of national 

formation is one of vernacular mobilisation, i.a. the mobilisation through vernacular 

history and modes of expression. In fact, it is based on the mobilisation through the 
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politicisation of the ethno-heritage of the dominant ethnie. In this case most of the 

community shares in the vernacular culture in contrast to cultural outsiders. Smith 

notes that Greece presents a good example of a national, ethnic identity. The modern 

Greek nation was born as a result of the mobilisation of Orthodox and Greek-

speaking populations by Greek intellectuals on the grounds of a pre-existing shared 

history and culture.84 

Second, national identity is more civic and territorial in nature, if the trajectory of 

national formation is one of bureaucratic incorporation by a powerful state 

constituted by the ruling class of a dominant ethnie. In this case, it is based on the 

territory and political institutions of the bureaucratic state, which is formed by a 

‘lateral’ or aristocratic ethnie. Smith sees that in some cases the strong bureaucratic 

state built up by aristocratic and clerical ethnies tried to spread its culture also to 

peripheral areas.85 

A classic example of civic and territorial national identity is France. According to 

Smith, the key to French national identity is the interaction between a strong, 

centralised bureaucratic state and the standardisation of French culture all around 

the French kingdoms. In addition, the French language was critical during the pivotal 

moment of late 18th century revolutionary nationalism for the creation of a secular 

cultural standardisation, which, in fact, constituted the basis of the civic and 

territorial French identity.86 

Finally, Smith sees, that national identity is more plural and multicultural in nature, 

if the trajectory of national formation is one of a pioneering settlement. According 

to Smith, it is based on the providential mission of immigrant colonist fragments of 

ethnies, whose purpose is to build a new life. United States represents a good 

instance of this type of national identity. According to Smith, the national formation 

in the United States was based on the different pioneering settlements of Protestant 

colonists, whose diversity and autonomy became finally the model for freedoms. 

These freedoms were granted by a federal Constitution to the individual states as 

well as later to different ethnic cultures.87 

Finally, Smith argues that the plural type comes closest to the post-modernist 

thinking. If ethnic and civic patterns of national identity have been the dominant 
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patterns for the past two centuries, it is very possible, that the plural or multicultural 

pattern becomes the model of the future national identities.88  

Smith also reminds that these models are ideal types. In fact, national identities 

are usually consisted of components from two or even more types. Smith presents 

Switzerland’s mosaic of cantonal, ethnic, linguistic, and religious units and 

connections as an example of the evolution to a more plural type of national 

identity.89 Belgium could also be considered a good example. 

2.1.5.3  Putting theory into practise: Belgium and the characteristics of national 
identity 

As we have seen, the concept of identity is not easy to explore exhaustively. One 

could say that identity means both distinctiveness and sameness. Not only is the term 

understood in a variety of sometimes incompatible ways, but the very connotations 

of the word seem to be at variance with what it purports to describe. Above, I 

introduced different interpretations of identity, focusing on the interpretations of 

Smith. Smith finds that it is possible to distinguish several kinds of national identity 

according to the trajectory of their historical formation. Three of these types have 

been particularly important, historically: the ethnic, civic, and plural. But what about 

Belgium? How has its national identity transformed? 

The Belgium state was officially formed in 1830. Even though there is no history 

of the Belgian state before 1830, one can except that there must have been some 

feeling of national identity, particularly among the French-speaking population. 

According to Fitzmaurice, the Belgium state was established specifically by the 

francophone bourgeoisie; the Flemish people were outsiders. As mentioned earlier, 

the laws of 1831 and 1845 claimed that the only French-language versions of Acts 

of Parliament and royal decrees were official texts.90 At that time, there seemed to 

exist not only the plural type national identity containing French- and Flemish-

speaking people, but also some kind of civic type national identity, where French 

language and culture played a significant role.  

Gradually, before the First World War, the growing Flemish Movement became 

more and more popular91. Naturally, during these revolutionary years, Flemish 
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movement had a huge impact on Flemish national identity. As the Flemish 

movement became more and more supported, among the Flemish-speaking 

population increased a strong sense of belonging to a Flemish community. 

There have always been subjects that have distinguished the Belgians — one of 

the most dominant of these subjects is language. As I mentioned before, according 

to Anderson, the national print-languages, are a crucial element in the rise of national 

consciousness92. Language has definitely played a significant role in Belgium’s 

history. It is one of the most significant aspects that can detract from a feeling of 

national identity; at the same time, it can increase a feeling of territorial identity. 

In Belgium, there has always been a kind of plural- (multicultural) type national 

formation containing French-speaking and Flemish-speaking people. However, 

since Flemish Movement became more popular, arouse completely different identity 

– Flemish identity, containing Flemish speaking people in Flanders. In recent 

decades, regions have gained more and more competences, and the country appears 

to be headed towards the strengthening of federal-state elements. At the same time, 

the territorial type of national formation has increased even more, especially in 

Flanders.  

2.2 The Concept of Federalism 

According to Daniel J Elazar, the idea of federalism is rooted in the Bible as the first 

usage of the term ‘federal’ was for theological purposes: to explain the relation 

between man and God, described in the Bible. The term ‘federal’ is from the Latin 

foedus, denotes covenant. Thus, it gave shape to the idea of a covenantal (or federal) 

relationship between individuals and families, which led to the formation of and 

between bodies politic and the creation of compound polities.93 Elazar notes that 

federal principles involves the combination of self-rule and shared rule. In Elazar’s 

words: 

In the broadest sense, federalism involves the linking of individuals, groups, 
and polities in lasting but limited union in such a way as to provide for the 
energetic pursuit of common ends while maintaining the respective 
integrities of all parties.  
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As a political principle, federalism has to do with the constitutional diffusion 
of power so that the constituting elements in a federal arrangement share in 
the processes of common policymaking and administration by right, while 
the activities of the common government are conducted in such a way as to 
maintain their respective integrities.94 

 

According to Elazar, federal systems constitutionally distribute power among 

general and constituent governing bodies in a way that protects the existence and 

authority of all. Additionally, in a federal system, policies are drawn up and 

implemented through negotiation so that everyone can participate in a system’s 

decision-making and executing processes.95 

Since recent decades, many studies of federalism have been based upon the 

distinction between ‘federalism’ and ‘federation,’ concepts that are simultaneously 

simple and complex. As Burgess puts it, ‘The inherently flexible nature of federation 

suggests that while it is certainly not a panacea for resolving every problem of 

difference and diversity in the polity, it can be adopted and adapted to suit many 

different circumstances.’96 Therefore, there can never be a basic pattern for 

federation or, as Ronald Watts states (cited by Burgess) ‘no single pure model of 

federation that is applicable everywhere.’97 As we will see in this dissertation, this is 

also the case in Belgium. 

According to Burgess, both terms, federalism and federation, are a reaction to 

and a formal recognition of the complexity of human relations. Burgess defines a 

federal state as ‘a distinctive organisational form or institutional fact the main 

purpose of which is to accommodate the constituent units of a state or a union of 

states in the decision-making procedure of the central government by means of 

constitutional entrenchment.’98 Burgess states that, at this point, the term ‘federal’ 

defines the word ‘state’ to include certain values, beliefs, and interests, which give it 

distinctive institutional features and an inherent moral character that is directly 

related to political community building.99 

Preston King, in comparison, distinguishes between federalism and federation, 

stating that federalism refers to an ideology, and federation to the institution. He 
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notes that federalism is used where the interest is primarily ideological, while 

federation is employed to describe a more descriptive, institutional arrangement of 

facts, without considering whether it is being supported or opposed.100 King states 

that ‘federalism, taken philosophically or ideologically rather than institutionally, 

most frequently appeals for a marked degree of regional independence and 

autonomy.’101 According to King, ideological federalism indicates at least three 

various mobilisation orientations: centralist federalism, decentralist federalism, and 

federalist balance.102 Thus, a federation can be created in order to ensure greater 

centralisation or greater decentralisation. In addition, it can also be created in order 

to obtain some kind of balance.103 King states that federalist balance does not 

support either centralism or decentralism but both conjointly. In King’s words 

‘federalism, whether centralist or decentralist, generally posits a coherent procedure 

which makes it possible to take final decisions within the system, while avoiding the 

theoretical extremes of both absolutism and anarchism. Federalism also presupposes 

a distinction between the centre and local governments.’104 

2.2.1 Separation between federation and confederation 

Another distinction that is important to make is the distinction between federation 

and confederation. According to Burgess, the former relates to a composite state of 

a single people while the latter indicates to a union of states rather than to a single 

state105. Based on Murray Forsyth’s study of confederation, Burgess states that 

confederation is not a state because it is not a union of individuals in a body politic. 

Instead, the confederation is a union of states in a body politic.106 

However, there are two points that Burgess emphasises: First; the presumption 

that confederation can act only in relation to the constituent states of the unions, is 

ambiguous and inaccurate. According to Burgess, there exist statements which 

approve that the conceptual distinction between federation and confederation is 

more a question of degree than a principle. In other words, confederations have 
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accepted a limited set of laws which require the individual citizens of constituent 

states to act in areas where they already had the agreed competence to do so. The 

second point is based on a study by Henry Sidgwick (as cited by Burgess), who noted 

that too much weight and energy had been devoted to clarifying the distinction 

between these two concepts. According to Sidgwick (as cited by Burgess), the 

‘federal polity’ can be discerned to two main types: a federal state (federation) and a 

confederation (or league of independent states). However, the distinction is neither 

sharp nor simple because this balanced combination may exist in many different 

modes and degrees. Finally, the concept of confederation must be defined not only 

in the light of its direct impact upon the individuals but also in terms of its 

fundamental difference from federation.107 

In contrast, King presents federation as a model of political institution or pattern 

of institutions. According to King, institutions stay human, and must be governed 

by one or several purposes. Thus, they also demonstrate different values and 

obligations. Furthermore, he finds that, in a federation, the entrenchment of regional 

power at the centre is mainly due to the centralist or decentralist motives and 

develops movement in either a centralist or decentralist direction.108 

King states that many scholars, like Kelsen and Wheare, have tried to justify a 

typology — unitary, confederal, federal — by the degrees of centralisation. King, in 

comparison, sees that focusing only on the degree of decentralisation is too simple 

and, therefore, can also contain a lot of problems. King sees a federation as a state 

which is constitutionally separated into one central and two or more regional 

governments. According to King the responsibility is nationwide at the centre, while 

the regions’ responsibility is mostly local. The central government, on the other 

hand, is not sovereign in a way which excludes the participation of the regional sub-

states. In fact, King sees that it is important to define the nature of federation as a 

logical, legal, or constitutional type before attempting to determine a degree of 

decentralisation. Finally, King draws the conclusion that the difference between a 

federation and a confederation should be handled in the light of a difference of 

organizational, legal or constitutional principle, not with the degree of 

decentralisation.109 

However, there has also been some discussion whether federalism and 

confederalism are two separate state forms or not. Moreover, there are various 

definitions of federalism. According to the traditional approach the system has to 
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meet certain institutional requirements in order to be classified as a federal system. 

However, the dynamic approach sees that other features can compensate for this. 

The theory puts states on a sliding scale where the most integrated model (political 

systems solve the tension by emphasizing centralism i.e. high cohesion and low 

autonomy) of the state structure is on the left side and the least integrated (political 

system solve tension by emphasizing autonomy i.e. high autonomy and low 

cohesion) on the right side.  In the dynamic approach it is important to explore not 

only how multi-tiered systems (MTS) manage tensions between autonomy claims of 

territorial entities but also the need for cohesion or efficiency of the central 

government. According to Patricia Popelier in a dynamic approach on federalism the 

core question is which mechanisms have a centralising or decentralising impact on 

the political system. Popelier continues, that for instance political parties may have 

such effects like in Belgium when national parties split up into regional parties. It 

definitely had a disintegrative effect. In other words, the main question concerns the 

process of integration or disintegration.110  

 Belgium, which is not a pure federal state in the traditional sense, is in fact a good 

example why this kind of dynamic approach is needed. Popelier demonstrates, that 

the traditional criteria to classify federation is not always functional. For instance, 

the Belgian Senate has been reformed since the sixth state reform into an actual 

Chamber of the sub-states, but with only few competences. However, according to 

Popelier the subnational entities still have a dominant say through the linguistic 

groups that structure the federal parliament, the federal government, the 

administration and the courts. In the end, even though Senate could not fulfil the 

function of containing federated entities in central decision-making, they were able 

to interfere through other means. The system even got some confederal features as 

it is impossible to make any federal decisions without the consent of both language 

groups.111 Overall, Belgium is moving towards right side of the scale and a more 

confederal model where political system put focus on autonomy when solving 

tensions. According to Popelier more powers have been transferred to sub-states 

with every state reform while the need for instruments to advance cohesion, such as 

the introduction of a federal constituency, has been neglected.112 
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2.2.2 Federal political systems 

Ronald Watts makes a distinction between unitary and federal systems. He states that 

the fundamental difference between federal and unitary systems exists in the location 

of ultimate political authority or sovereignty. In unitary systems, the ultimate political 

authority is in the central government. This means that there is a one key source of 

ultimate political and legal authority in unitary systems.113 

According to Watts, federal political systems, on the other hand, ‘are polities in 

which there are two (or more) orders of government combining elements of shared 

rule (collaborative partnership) through common institutions with territorial self-rule 

(constituent-unit autonomy) for the governments of the constituent units in an 

intergovernmental constitutional relationship that is not determined by the central 

government alone’114. He states that, according to Kincaid and Tarr, the main issue 

here is not the degree of decentralisation but the degree of the autonomy (exercised 

by the constituent units) declared in the Constitution. Thus, the wide family of 

federal systems with shared rule as well as regionally shared rule covers a full range 

of more specific, non-unitary species, from constitutional unions, quasi-federations, 

and federations, to confederations, federacies, and beyond.115 

2.2.2.1  Watts’ and Elazar’s categories of federal systems 

Daniel J Elazar (as cited by Watts) identifies certain categories within the area of 

federal systems: unions, constitutionally decentralised unions, federations, 

confederations, federacies, associated statehoods, condominiums, leagues, and joint 

functional authorities. To these, Watts adds hybrids that combine the characteristics 

of different types of systems.116 

The first type of federal political system is the unions. Unions are systems formed 

in a way that the constituent units maintain their respective integrities primarily or 

entirely through the general government rather than through dual government 

structures. In it, key legislators had also a dual mandate as regional or community 

councillors.117 
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The second type of federal political system is the constitutionally decentralised 

union. They are, in principle, unitary in form, in the sense that final authority lies 

with the central government. However, they also include subnational units of 

government protected by the Constitution as well as constitutionally enshrined rights 

for specific minorities.118 

In comparison, federations, the third type of federal political system, are 

compound polities that merges strong constituent units and a strong general 

government, all with powers delegated to it by the people through a supreme 

constitution. In addition, a federation also deals directly with its citizens in the 

exercise of its legislative, administrative, and taxing powers. According to Watts, 

federations represent a special kind of federal system where either the federal or the 

constituent units are not constitutionally subordinate to one other. This means that 

each has sovereign powers based on a constitution that cannot be changed 

unilaterally. Belgium has been represented this type of federal political system since 

1993 when it transformed into a fully-fledged federal state.119 I present Belgium’s 

special type of federation in section 3.4.2 A unique federalism in Belgium: dualist, 

centrifugal, dynamic, and evolutive. 

The fourth type of federal political system is the confederation. In the 

confederation pre-existing polities come together to constitute a common 

government for specific purposes (such as foreign affairs, defence, or economic 

purposes). However, this kind of government is dependent on the will of the 

constituent governments.120 In Belgium, some Flemish political parties (i.e. the N-

VA) weight the Belgian political system in this direction. The N-VA has declared 

that its purpose is to first achieve a confederal Belgium and then an independent 

Flanders. 

The fifth type of federal political system is the federacy. This type relates to 

political system where a smaller unit (or units), like islands, are connected to the 

larger polity, but the smaller unit still enjoys substantial autonomy. However, they 

only have a small role in the government of the larger one, and the relationship is 

possible to be ceased only by mutual agreement.121 

The sixth type of federal political system is associated states. These relationships 

are very similar to federacies. The difference is that these associated states can be 
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ceased by either of the units operating alone on pre-arranged terms confirmed in the 

constituting document or treaty.122 

The condominium is the seventh type of federal political system. According to 

Watts, in the condominium political units operate under the joint control of two or 

more external states in the manner that the internal self-rule of the inhabitants is 

significant.123 

The eighth type of federal political system is the league. Leagues occur where 

politically independent polities for certain purposes operates through a common 

secretariat, rather than a government. In addition, the member of league can retreat 

unilaterally.124 

The ninth type of federal political system is the joint functional authority. Watts 

states that these are created by two or more polities for joint implementation of a 

specific task (or tasks).125 

The final type of federal political system is the federal hybrid. According to Watts, 

two types of hybrids are important: federal–unitary and federal–confederal. Some 

political systems, which represent mainly a federation in their constitutional form 

and political operation, have included some functions and rules that are more typical 

of a unitary political system. In other words, they allow the general government to 

pass the autonomy of the constituent units. According to Watts, K.C. Wheare 

defined such systems ‘quasi-federal.’ Thus, in most federations, constitutional units 

have become financially dependent on federal transfers. Indeed, Belgium is one such 

country where transfers from the federal government have created a very high degree 

of dependence.126 

According to Watts, a second type of hybrid consists of the elements typical of a 

federation and a confederation. This is the case, for instance, with Germany: it is 

mainly a federation, but it has a confederal element in the Bundesrat, its federal 

second chamber. The Bundesrat consists of delegates of the Land governments, who 

have a veto over a notable part of federal legislation.127 

However, even if there is no simple ‘ideal’ or ‘pure’ model of federation, one can 

still recognise common structural elements and political processes, including 
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1. At least two systems of government: one for the whole federation and the 

other for the constituent regional units, which both operate directly on the 

citizens. 

2. A formal constitutional allocation of legislative and executive authority. In 

addition, distribution of revenue sources between the two (or more) systems 

of government (securing real autonomy in some areas for each government). 

3. Regulation for the representation of separate regional perspectives within the 

federal policy-making institutions. 

4. A supreme written constitution, which cannot be modified unilaterally. In 

addition, if amendments are desired, it requires agreement of the relative 

amount of the legislatures, governments, or voters of the constituent units. 

5. An umpire (such as courts, legislation for referendums, or an upper house 

with specific powers for resolving intergovernmental disagreements). 

6. Actions and institutions to facilitate intergovernmental cooperation in areas 

where governmental duties are shared or where they are inevitably 

overlapped.128 

Even if these features generally describe federations, federations and quasi-

federations still have displayed many deviations in the application of the federal 

idea.129 However, according to Watts, one can recognise 10 notable differences 

among federations depending on maturity of federations130, bases of internal 

diversity131, creation through aggregation or devolution132, size of federation and 

constituent units (Belgium, for instance, contains two different types of 

constitutional units: regions (Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels) and communities 

(Flemish, French and German), symmetrical and asymmetrical federations133, 

variations in the distributions of legislative and executive authority, major sources of 
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regional revenue and reliance on transfers134, federal institutions based on the 

separation of powers or parliamentary principles, common-law and civil-law 

federations135 and, finally, degrees of decentralisation and non-centralisation.136  

2.2.3 Belgium as a multicultural nation 

Belgium is a good example of a multicultural nation. Elke Winter states that the idea 

of nation which is in harmony with ethnic diversity is primarily achieved through a 

paradigm of pluralism.137 According to Max Weber (as cited by Winter) the nation 

cannot be defined unambiguously. This indicates the vague normative presumption 

‘that it is proper to expect from certain groups a specific sentiment of solidarity in 

the face of other groups . . . yet there is no agreement on how these groups should 

be delimited or about what group action should result from such solidarity.’138 Thus, 

Winter notes that Weber’s notion is fascinating because it shows an understanding 

of the nation that is both relational and pluralist. According to Winter, Weber 

recognises the possibility of pluralism.139 

Winter notes that nations overemphasise homogeneity. She explains that the 

image of peacefully shared culture or values arises from the dual process of 

composing internal similarity and external separation. Inside, national identity is 

symbolically based on the idea of pure, original people, but from the outside, a nation 

is featured by distinctiveness. However, according to Winter, there are also nations 

that thrive upon diversity. How do nations then become pluralist, and why do certain 

types of pluralism seem to be popular in some countries but not in others? Winter 

states that, due to national self-understandings, ethnic relations within society may 

take many different forms and produce a wide range of approaches to pluralism.140 

 
134 The dominance of federal taxing powers is stronger and intergovernmental transfers are higher in 
emergent federations compared to mature federations. 
135 Common-law legal system follows American model of establishing a supreme court as the final 
adjudicator in relation to all laws. Civil-law system with a constitutional court exists for instance in 
Belgium and finally the combination of these two occurs in Switzerland. 
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As mentioned above, multiculturalism (referring here to traditional linguistic 

minorities) has had a strong impact on Belgium, particularly on its political 

institutions. However, it should be noted that in the context of immigrant 

multiculturalism, integration policy has been a policy competence of the 

communities since 1980 where immigrant policy itself, referring to regulation of 

access to the territory and residence, has been a national prerogative. According to 

Dirk Jacobs Flemish and Walloon (as well as Francophone government) 

governments have had very different policies towards immigrants: where Flemish 

policy has recognised ethnic-cultural groups (in line with Anglo-Saxon and Dutch 

ideas of group-based multiculturalism), Walloon policy, on the other hand, has 

preferred the French model of assimilation of immigrants to French culture.141 

The Belgian federal system is very special: two distinctive subnational political 

entities are separated. As mentioned above, Belgium is divided into three regions and 

into three communities. According to Rolf Falter, this unique, but also complex, 

institutional structure is a compromise between the Flemish view that Belgium is a 

bicultural country, which is composed of a Dutch- and a French-speaking part, and 

the francophone view that Belgium is composed of three socioeconomic regions, 

including Brussels as a separate and equal region.142  

Bart Maddens and Kristine Vanden Berghe note that multiculturalism is, in fact, 

the core value in the Belgian nationalist discourse. Maddens and Vanden Berghe 

point out that it is Belgium’s mission to demonstrate that different cultures can live 

together harmoniously within a federal institutional framework. However, if Belgium 

were to split up, it would damage the whole European unification process.143 

Thus, Belgium can be characterised not only as a pioneering country but also as 

an embodiment of a future multicultural Europe. If this idea of a multicultural 

Europe came true, the entire continent would be ‘Belgianised,’ and Belgium would 

eventually disappear as a separate multicultural nation. According to Maddens and 

Vanden Berghe, in that case, the constituent parts of the federal Belgium would, 

possibly, become the member states of a European federation.144 
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2.2.3.1  Plurinational federalism and political theory 

Belgium is also said to be a plurinational state.145 Keating refers to plurinationalism 

as ‘coexistence within a political order of more than one national identity, with all 

the normative claims and implications that this entails.’146 Keating goes on to 

describe how ‘under plurinationalism more than one national identity can pertain to 

a single group or even an individual, opening up the possibility of multiple 

nationalities which in turn may be nested or may overlap in less tidy ways.’147 Keating 

also distinguishes plurinationalism from multinationalism by saying that 

plurinationalism is even more than multinationalism.148 

However, based on to the studies of Daniel Elazar, Keating identifies the crucial 

dilemma that federal systems are required for complicated multinational societies, 

but, on the other hand, the very nature of these societies makes it hard to obtain. In 

this respect, citing several studies149 Keating states that, in these countries, occurs a 

deep diversity. Not only is there requirement for decentralisation of this or that 

competence but also for recognition as a particular people or a particular national 

community.150 

Swenden suggests that plurinational or multinational states are ‘states that are 

marked by the presence of at least two territorially distinct communities.’151 

Nevertheless, states are plurinational if they are composed of distinct political 

communities.152 However, Swenden states that these boundaries of a political 

community may change over time, e.g. as the result of immigration or 

suburbanisation. In Belgium, there are French-speaking people who live in Flanders 

and who identify as part of the French community.153 

Basing his studies on the work of Anderson, Swenden also suggests that 

nationalism and subnationalism are constructed or imagined and, on that account, 

the tools of nation-building changes over time. Referring to Witte, Swenden notes 
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that in the 19th and 20th centuries, Flemish nationalism was connected to the 

historic struggle of the Flemish language but the definition of clear language 

boundaries, together with the establishment of the principle of linguistic territoriality, 

have settled Flemish linguistic grievances (except in the municipalities around 

Brussels). Swenden proposed that Flemish nationalism is now connected to 

differences i.a. at the socioeconomic level. Thus, Flemish nationalists accuse 

Wallonia of preventing Flanders from achieving its full economic potential.154 

One must keep the history of Flanders and all the factors that led to the first state 

reform, which facilitated cultural autonomy, in mind. Today, Flemish nationalism 

may be linked mainly to socioeconomic and political issues, but the main reason is a 

growing national consciousness. Swenden states that the nation or political 

community to which people feel belong to is highly subjective. Some people may 

hold multiple or dual identities. Some Belgians may feel equally Flemish and Belgian 

or more Belgian than Flemish and so forth.155 Moreover, Swenden finds that 

plurinational states may be federal, but not nearly all federal states are plurinational. 

In fact, some federal states may have quite a weak substate identity156.157 

Ferran Requejo, on the other hand, distinguishes three different institutional 

response for societies with a strong national diversity: 

1. Federalism: containing all kind of federations, associated states, federacies, 

confederations, and regional states. 

2. Consociationalism: institutions and processes of a ‘consociational’ nature (e.g. 

in Belgium) 

3. Secession.158 

Elazar clarifies the difference between federalism and consociationalism. He 

notes that federalism has usually been defined as rigid and consociationalism, on the 

other hand, as a more flexible system. He agrees that consociational systems, for 

instance, are much more informal. But it is not so straightforward because where 

consociationalism contains processes of government, federalism includes both 

structures and processes of government. Elazar underscores that both federalism 

and consociationalism are political and social phenomena. However, if federalism as 
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a political phenomenon is focused on relations between governments or polities, 

consociationalism, on the other hand, put emphasis on the religious, ethnic, cultural, 

or social groups, around which a specific polity is organised. Elazar concludes that 

federalism is ‘a matter of the form of a polity, whereas consociationalism refers to a 

polity’s regime’159.160 The concept of consociationalism and its role in Belgium is 

discussed in more detail in section 3.4.1 Belgium as an example of a consociational 

democracy. 

According to Requejo, plurinational federations meet many liberal, democratic 

and national challenges. Usually, the main problem is whether it is possible to 

combine the political view of a federation (usually predominates in the national 

majority group), and the view of a confederation (usually predominates in the 

national minority groups). Requejo continues, that uninational and plurinational 

democracies define the values of liberty, equality and pluralism in a very different 

way161. Nevertheless, in modern federations and regionalised states, the conflicts 

between liberal, democratic, national, and functional logics have usually been solved 

in favour of the federal government. Overall, the plurinational societies bring along 

much more complicated and difficult challenges compared to e.g. uninational 

societies.162 

According to Swenden, Belgian federation has been in trouble more than once in 

recent years and certainly faced many challenges, e.g. linguistically split party system. 

One reason for this may be the power that has been given to substates, but, as 

Swenden notes, it is short-sighted to blame federalisation. In contrast, federalism has 

been the perfect answer to the problems. It is the tool, which has been used in 

managing a Belgian plurinational state today.163 It might have been one of the main 

reasons why Belgium has survived since the 1960s. Liesbet Hooghe shares the same 

view stating that federalism became Belgium’s best chance to survive164. If more 

autonomy had not been given to the Flemish people, they would have continued 

striking and protesting, and no one knows to where it might have led. The 
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federalisation process and giving of autonomy to the regions was the way for 

Belgium to survive and maintain a peaceful continuum at the time. 

2.3 Regionalism in the Context of Party Politics 

Regionalism is another complex phenomenon, which takes different forms in 

different circumstances. According to Keating, it occurs somewhere between the 

national and the local and includes actors from all levels: national, local, regional, and 

supranational. In addition, regions vary notably from one another.165 Keating states 

that regions are a social construction; they are constantly being build and rebuild. 

The constitution of regional systems differs due to the coincidence or the variation 

of region, political leadership, mobilisation, and institutional structures. Regions vary 

because they all have their own special culture, identity, institutions, distinctive civil 

society, and a sense of economic regionalism. Keating defines three different types: 

historic nationalities, regions defined by their institutions, and administrative regions. 

First, historic nationalities have a strong cultural awareness and identity. They have 

their own civil institutions and often also a sense of economic regionalism. Second, 

regions that are determined mainly by their institutions use these institutions to 

construct a political space and an efficient system of action. Third, administrative 

regions, on the other hand, have completely failed to form a strong common identity, 

and do not correspond to regions in any form.166 

Keating divides regionalism into two types: top-down regionalism and bottom-

up regionalism. In top-down regionalism, he sees regionalisation as a state policy, 

which means, that while institutionalising the policy, governments start to connect 

regions to themselves. In bottom-up regionalism, Keating sees regionalisation as 

political demands, which contains cultural matters, issues of autonomy, social 

priorities, and different emphases on economic matters. One of the central elements 

in bottom-up regionalism is, according to Keating, the pressure for democratisation 

and participation in the presence of the centralising state.167 
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In addition, Keating also defines a third type of regionalism, which is a response 

to bottom-up regionalism. This new regionalism, along with the European 

integration and the global economy, has changed the state thoroughly. According to 

Keating, it includes regional and political decentralisation as well as regional 

governments, which often suggest political autonomy.168 

Regionalist political parties169 also vary from one place to another. Some of them 

were established in the late 19th century, while the others have emerged in recent 

decades. Naturally, regionalist parties also are different regarding ideologies and 

autonomy goals. However, it is important to study these regionalist and autonomist 

parties because, firstly, they occur in Western democracies, and some have a 

considerable amount of support among the people they represent. Secondly, they 

challenge the structure of the existing political system regarding the organisation and 

distribution of power between the centre and the periphery. Thirdly, since the 1980s, 

substate nationalist politics have become more important in Europe.170 

Moreover, it is also crucial to understand the rise of substate nationalist 

movements, like the Flemish Movement, and their demands and reflections of party 

politics. According to De Winter, Gómez-Reino and Lynch these political parties 

construct the regionalist imagined community by stressing identity, common history, 

language, culture, ethnicity, and way of life. They also attempt to change the existing 

central and periphery power relations. In fact, this substate nationalism can be 

inclusive or exclusive, even xenophobic. It all depends on political parties and what 

kind of choices they make. Nevertheless, it is difficult for inclusive nationalism to 

determine its people as distinct and, simultaneously, try to avoid a sense of ethnic 

superiority. Finally, European integration has weakened the role of the nation-state 

and, at the same time, also given regionalist political parties more courage to keep 

going as an autonomous entity in politically and economically integrated Europe.171 

The political goals and strategies of regionalist political parties started to 

Europeanise in the end of 1980s. Many of these regional parties had commitments 
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to European integration, which further deepened with participation in European 

institutions like European Parliament and Committee of Regions. Gradually, Europe 

developed into a new and significant arena for regionalist political parties.172 

According to Hepburn, many of these political parties had earlier taken more critical 

stance on European integration: they found economic integration and competition 

to be a threat to local industries. They also saw the EU as a distant and undemocratic 

model of political authority. However, attitudes towards European integration began 

to change in the late 1980s when structural fund reform took place with the 

commitment of a regional chamber. According to Hepburn, regionalist and 

nationalist parties started to seek new patterns of autonomy in Europe with the goal 

of achieving something less than secession.173 

Peter Lynch does believe that regionalist parties have supported European 

integration for three main reasons: 1) European integration supports political and 

economic decentralisation, 2) European integration demonstrates both political and 

cultural pluralism, and 3) European integration and regional decentralisation has 

been seen as either ‘developments which will chip away at the powers of the central 

states from below while European institutions chip away from above’ or as 

‘providing a viable external support system for national and regional autonomy that 

removes the costs of secession and autonomy’174.175 

Lynch also pinpoints the significance of the EU by noting that the political parties 

have not only gathered together to build up their own transnational federation but 

also sought to create their own political group in the European Parliament. 

According to Lynch political cooperation, in fact, went deeper in 1981 when the 

People’s Union (Volksunie, VU) created the European Free Alliance (EFA176) at the 

Brussels conference.177 
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According to Hepburn, there has also been lots of scepticism among nationalist 

and regionalist political parties. They were, as Hepburn puts it, ‘disappointed with 

the state-centric bias of the European Constitutional Treaty and the loss of regional 

representation in and regional funds in the European Parliament following 

enlargement in 2004’.178 Actually, Hepburn recognises a tendency in autonomy and 

capacity strategies, whereby territorial actors shifted their emphasis from obtaining 

powers from the state in 1979–1987 to pursuing autonomy in Europe in 1988–1994, 

and finally, putting emphasis again on the state as a protector of regional 

competences in 1995–2009.179 

Hepburn presents some general arguments about regionalist parties and their 

relationship with Europe. Firstly, regional political parties have exploit Europe to 

achieve what they want. This did not involve only constitutional or symbolic 

recognition, but it did also deal with obtaining policy concessions, resources, and 

other advantages from playing the role in European fora. As Hepburn puts it, ‘the 

imagery of a regionalised Europe was used by parties to support a variety of 

territorial projects’180.181 

Secondly, regionalist and nationalist political parties have often shifted their 

attitudes on Europe. Nevertheless, they have developed towards more Euro-

sceptical direction after noticing that their requirements were not being met. For 

instance, in the early 2000s, attitudes towards European integration became critical. 

According to Hepburn this was not only because of the disappointment with the 

weakened Committee of the Regions but also because there was no success in 

achieving institutional and legal promises in the draft European Constitution and the 

Lisbon Treaty. In addition, many western European regions were also disappointed 

by the impacts of European enlargement on structural funding. Moreover, there 

occurred the enlightening awareness that European integration was infringing not 

only on the powers of the state but also on field of regional competence. However, 

by adopting more critical attitudes towards European integration, regionalist and 

nationalist parties could respond to increasingly negative attitudes among people.182 

Finally, Hepburn states that while regional parties were enthusiastic about the 

possibilities of ignoring the state in a Europe of regions in the 1990s, ultimately the 
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state was and still is the most significant channel for influencing Europe. In addition, 

the state also comprises a crucial source of resources, representation, and protection 

for the regions. Hepburn concludes that ‘whilst regional actors sought to use Europe 

to advance their territorial projects, state actors were using Europe to consolidate 

their powers’.183 She remarks, that states themselves did not give much power to the 

Committee of the Regions and finally made it a weak system. In addition, it was also 

the states themselves which focused the power on the Council of Ministers.184 

2.3.1 Territorial strategies of political parties 

According to Hepburn, ‘The territory is a fundamental determinant of politics.’185 

Smiley and Keating notes (as cited by Hepburn), that the territory gives a basis for 

political action, representation and policymaking. However, Smith and Anderson see 

(as cited by Hepburn) that territory also determines a homeland, a sense of 

belonging, and a particular identity. Nevertheless, territory is not just a geographical 

area which must be controlled. According to Hepburn, ‘It is also used as an 

instrument to obtain broader goals such as economic resources or the recognition 

of minority identities.’186 Substate actors have used a selection of territorial strategies 

to promote their political aims. One of the most apparent examples is the request 

for autonomy. Regionalist parties were successful in demanding a federal state in 

Belgium, for example.187 

However, after succeeding in obtaining autonomy, territorial strategies changed. 

Instead of obtaining greater autonomy, territorial actors are striving, for instance, to 

achieve specific policy goals for the territory. This can be, for example, better control 

over taxation and economic policy to support economic development. Hepburn 

remarks that, for instance, the institutions of the EU give a unique arena for the 

territorial actors to practise different territorial projects. Territorial strategies of the 

political parties can be conceptualised in two ways: autonomy and capacity.188 
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2.3.1.1 Autonomy and capacity 

Traditionally, territorial strategies are mainly involved with gaining autonomy from 

the state. Isaiah Berlin, as many other scholars, put focus on (as cited by Hepburn) 

the dual nature of autonomous power relations. In conceptualising the two main 

types of territorial strategies — constitutional autonomy and territorial capacity — 

Hepburn presents Berlin’s conception of positive and negative liberty. She states that 

constitutional autonomy refers to Berlin’s notion of negative freedom, and territorial 

capacity, on the other hand, to the idea of positive freedom.189 

Hepburn clarifies that autonomy signifies ‘the extent of dependence or 

independence of a political, cultural or economic entity vis-à-vis the state, market or 

civil society, thereby rendering any universal theorising impossible.’190 The concept 

is ambiguous, but this can also be its strength. As Hepburn puts it, elaborating on 

Wiberg and Suksi’s studies, autonomy may be enforced in any situation that demands 

it. According to Heintze (as cited by Hepburn) autonomy does not necessarily imply 

a secession. Moreover, it concerns a way of avoiding the disintegration of states.191 

This was the situation in Belgium: obtaining cultural autonomy in the first state 

reform in 1970, the escalated political situation was calmed, at least for the moment. 

Autonomy can be distinguished by territorial and non-territorial autonomies. 

According to Hepburn, territorial autonomy may be defined as ‘the constitutional 

recognition of a distinctive group by the state through the delegation of 

administrative and legislative functions to territorial institutions representing the 

group.’192 In comparison, non-territorial autonomy occurs when group members are 

not focused on a particular geographical area and, in that case, the territorial solutions 

are not possible. However, Hepburn notes, reflecting on Paasi’s studies, that 

autonomy is discussed all the time because institutions and state boundaries are not 

unchangeable. Moreover, Hepburn distinguishes between autonomy and the 

capability to implement it; here, we encounter another concept: territorial capacity.193 

According to Hepburn, ‘Territorial actors not only seek autonomy in the formal 

sense, but also the capacity to make decisions, to devise and implement policies, and 

to act in different political spheres.’194 This means that the increase of territorial 

capacity does not necessarily mean the monopoly over political authority. Moreover, 
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it means the ability to exercise the authority in different areas.  Naturally, European 

integration process also has had a great influence on this topic. It has aroused new 

challenges and possibilities for not only implementing territorial interests but also 

transforming the relations of dependence and autonomy between territorial, state, 

and supranational levels. As Keating has argued (cited by Hepburn), the capacity to 

implement policy goals does not necessarily demand legislative autonomy.195 

2.3.1.2  Hepburn’s classification of territorial strategies 

Hepburn constructs her classification of autonomist strategies on the basis of the 

‘peripheral aims’ model of Rokkan and Urwin and the ‘self-government demands’ 

classification of De Winter and Türsan. In this classification, autonomy strategies are 

presented as a continuum from unitarism to independence. The capacity strategies 

of the political parties are considered to be of a socioeconomic, political, or cultural 

nature. According to Hepburn, the capacity strategies are used mainly to mould 

policy, managing resources, and ensure representation.196 

Autonomy strategies 

Hepburn states that an autonomy strategy ‘seeks to institutionalise a new 

jurisdictional division of authority between units in order to meet demands for 

recognition and powers by territorial actors.’197 These strategies are divided into the 

categories of unitarism, unionism, devolution, federalism, and independence. 

Hepburn believes these are ideal types in the classic Weberian sense, and that 

political parties can switch from one category to another if the situation changes, i.e. 

political parties do not necessarily have rigid, permanent attitudes on territorial 

questions.198 

Unitarism: In line with Rokkan and Urwin’s studies, Hepburn categorises 

unitarism as the ‘full integration of a territory within a state, where there is no 

recognition of cultural, political, or economic distinctiveness.’199 

Unionism: According to Hepburn, unionism is often related to a monopoly of 

power at the centre. However, at the same time, it is opposed to the idea that the 
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identities of minority groups or regional communities would be constitutionally 

acknowledged because this might be dangerous to the unification of the state. 

Nevertheless, unionists may establish i.e. substate administrative institutions or 

separate school systems to keep the substates content. The main point is, that this is 

not a threat to the state sovereignty or lead to the independence of the region. Thus, 

according to Hepburn, political parties that support unionism may have negative 

attitude towards the idea of giving constitutional rights to regions. On the other 

hand, they can stand for recognising regional interests and identities i.e. at the cultural 

or economical level.200 

Devolution: According to Hepburn, devolution strategy means that the 

decentralisation of administrative or legislative powers is granted to a particular 

region. Building on De Winter and Türsan’s studies, Hepburn differentiates between 

devolution and federalism: political parties that exercise devolution strategies are not 

federalist because they require a deeper autonomy only for their own region.201 

Federalism: Hepburn states that federalism demands granting a degree of 

autonomy to all regions in the state. She also highlights another significant aspect of 

federalism: subsidiarity. This usually means that decision making should be made at 

the lowest, most suitable level possible, whether it is the state, region, province, or 

commune. Hepburn presents two types of federalism: centralising federalism, which 

put focus on the concentration of powers at the centre, and decentralising 

federalism, which emphasises bringing decision-making powers to the lowest 

possible level and enabling for differences between distinct territorial units.202 

Independence: As Hepburn puts it, ‘Independence involves the full separation 

of the region from the rest of the country, and its establishment as an independent 

sovereign state with full powers over its internal and external affairs’203. Compared 

to the devolution, independence is a clearer alternative because, at the end, 

devolution may contain a number of distinct institutional forms with different 

degrees of dependence.204 
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Capacity strategies 

In this second type of territorial strategy, Hepburn makes a distinction between three 

different types of capacities to implement territorial interests: political, cultural and 

socioeconomic capacities.205 

Political capacity: Capacity strategies comprises the pursuing of political 

representation. Acknowledging Keating’s studies, Hepburn notes that territorial 

actors may pursue privileged access to the centre in order to effect state decision 

making in the context of territorial matters. For instance, in the context of foreign 

policy, territorial actors may want to strengthen their representation in the 

international institutions. According to Hepburn, political capacity strategies also 

contain paradiplomatic practices. In these activities political parties pursue not only 

diplomatic representation in other states but also official representation in 

international and supranational institutions, like UNESCO or the Council of 

Europe.206 

Cultural capacity: Capacity strategies may also be operated to obtain cultural 

aims. Hepburn states, considering the studies of Gellner, Williams, Erk, and 

Laponce, that, for instance, linguistic protection, cultural reproduction, uniqueness 

of regional school systems or the control of mass media may be the issues that 

motivate territorial strategies. In the context of linguistic protection, strategies could 

involve requirements for unilingualism. In addition, there is a significant link to 

maintaining a specific identity, especially by controlling the school system and mass 

media — for instance, by teaching regional history at schools or moulding policy 

through print media and radio and TV broadcasting focusing on territorial matters 

— and developing a sense of Anderson’s imagined community.207 

Socioeconomic capacity: Finally, capacity strategies may also pursue to 

progress a socioeconomic project for the territory. According to Hepburn, regions 

with better economic situation compared to the rest of the country may want to 

reduce their financial support to the centre. In contrast, regions with below-average 

socioeconomic status may want protection and more resources from the centre.208 

Hepburn states that capacity strategies are a combination of political, cultural, 

and economic capacities. However, increasing these capacities do not need 

necessarily the constitutional rights. In her words, ‘It may be the case that substate 
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territorial actors are forced to choose between the two strategies, which requires 

making a trade-off between constitutional autonomy and policy capacity.’209 

According to Keating (as cited by Hepburn) increased access to the centre and 

greater power over regional-state linkages can be more significant to the regional 

elites than partial independence, especially during an economic decline.210 

Accordingly, territorial mobilisation is an operational capability, which may – in 

order to achieve policy benefits - demand acting through the state. Hepburn notes 

that this contains trading off autonomy from the state for access to the centre with 

the aim of increasing capacity. According to Hepburn access may actually be sought 

for three different goals: influence, resources and protection from the centre. First, 

territorial capacity can be enhanced if it is possible to substate actors to realise more 

influence within state institutions in order to ensure political representation within 

state delegations and secure territorial issues in the context of, i.e., cultural or 

economic policy. According to Hepburn, this is the trade-off between autonomy and 

influence at the centre.211 

Second, regions can also receive i.e. subsidies or policy concessions from the state 

to improve their economic situation. In this case, the trade-off is between autonomy and 

resources from the centre. Third, in the context of European and global pressures, regions 

may notice that they do not want autonomy from the state. Moreover, they need 

protection not only from the market but also from unwanted external invasions, i.e. 

in the field of immigration. This is a trade-off between autonomy and protection by the 

centre.212 Overall, this shows how complex the situation is in the context of territorial 

strategies of political parties. For political parties, these strategies are ways to survive 

in this intricate multilevel system.  

2.3.2 Regionalism in European politics 

EU provides not only the whole new arena for regions to act, but it also allows them 

to play an influential role in decision-making. Thus, it is not a surprise, that regions 

are looking for deeper involvement in European institutions and networks in order 

to express their regional interests. However, the situation differs across the Europe. 

Where some regions want to be part of Europe, some do not even stand for 
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European integration. All the regions have their own distinct and special features. In 

addition, their capacity strategies can differ significantly.213 

Nevertheless, during recent decades there has been a tendency towards 

decentralisation and federalism within EU member states, which has reinforced the 

significance of the regional electoral arena. According to Hepburn, the connections 

between regions and EU institutions were, in fact, established in the mid-1970s when 

the European Community launched a number of regional policies, which goal was 

to fix inequalities due to market integration. As mentioned above, the new reform 

of European regional policy in 1988 strengthened the situation by forming a new 

regional development programme. It was designed to enhance the competitive 

potential of the most disadvantaged regions. The result was that the regions started 

to strengthen direct ties with Europe. In addition, according to Hooghe, Keating and 

Weyand (as cited by Hepburn) this decentralisation and Europeanisation of regional 

policy promoted to express political claims in regional terms.214 

In this period of regionalisation in Europe, regions started to launch their 

interests into the European arena. They were able to develop their aims and 

requirements at levels of authority, both beneath and beyond the state. According to 

Hepburn European integration has completely changed the objectives of 

regionalism: instead of confronting the state, territorial mobilisation can also involve 

the idea of ignoring the state to obtain autonomy in integrated Europe.215 

Overall, Europe has become a new forum for political parties. In addition, 

European integration has also had a direct impact on party competition. According 

to Hepburn ‘political parties have been forced to differentiate their strategies at 

different levels, and to begin making linkages between them; not only between 

Europe and state policies but also between Europe and the regions’.216 Hepburn 

continues that regional parties have focused more and more on European activities. 

They have also been active members in European-wide networks, party 

organisations, and lobbying groups.217 
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2.3.2.1 Europeanisation and party politics 

Even though territorial politics has been a target of political studies, less focus has 

been put on the study of political parties. However, according to Hepburn and 

Detterbeck, the most significant changes to state structures have taken place in 

recent decades. It is precisely the multilevel nature of the state that has led scholars 

to examine and analyse, e.g. the role and structure of political parties.218 

As mentioned above, regional parties see Europe as a forum in which to obtain 

their political interests. However, Hepburn emphasis that the idea of a ‘Europe of 

the Regions’ – which arouse and fell in 1990s219 – has historically implied different 

things to different party families. She continues that for example, regional Christian 

Democratic parties saw it as a protector of the local level (principle of subsidiarity). 

Regional left-wing political parties, on the other hand, saw it as an arena where to 

promote a social-democratic issue. Finally, regional right-wing parties saw Europe as 

a forum where the free market could be strengthened.220  

Europeanisation has affected to party politics in several different ways. According 

to Hepburn Europeanisation can be divided to two dimensions: First, the moulding 

impact of Europeanisation on political parties. Europe has become a significant 

matter in party competition, demanding different parties to take a stand on European 

policies, issues, and developments. In addition, it has also become a controversial 

issue between different party divisions or levels. Second, based on Dardanelli’s 

studies, Hepburn suggests that political parties may operate Europeanisation as a 

political strategy through which they strive to affect the processes of European 

integration to obtain their own goals and manipulate a certain question. 

Nevertheless, European integration offers several opportunities, incentives, and 

constraints for regional political level.221 
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Political parties function in different and complicated systems with their regional, 

national, and European factors constantly interacting with each other. As Hepburn 

states, 
As a result of changes in state and European structures, parties at the 
regional level must respond to territorial interests and develop strategies to 
combat nationalist parties. At the same time, owing to processes of 
European integration, parties have been forced to take a position on how 
they want their territory to fit into the newly emerging European order.222 
 

Thus, European integration has had a crucial impact on regions. According to 

Hepburn, the regionalisation has established multinational, devolved, and non-

symmetrical federal-type states where regions have achieved a new political role. 

However, the requirements for deeper regional autonomy in many EU member 

states have given rise to conflicts between different parts of the state e.g. over the 

distribution of resources. Beyond this, it has created conflicts within state-wide 

parties themselves forcing them to take care of various regional interests.223 

2.3.2.2  The rise of stateless nationalist and regionalist parties 

State reforms have allowed regions to have more and more power, which has, 

gradually, led to the emergence of new political regions.224 In a federal state the 

decentralisation has put pressure on political parties and make them to reconsider 

how to respond to the different needs and desires of voters. At the same time, there 

have also aroused other issues, like the decrease of state-wide party membership, the 

increase of smaller (single-issue225) political parties, supranational integration, and 

globalisation, which all have challenged political parties.226 

Hepburn and Detterbeck note that, for example, in Belgium, some traditional 

parties (Christian Democrats, Liberals, and Socialist parties) stood for 

decentralisation in the 1970s as well as in the 2000s. Regional autonomy was not only 

seen as the solution to administrative problems at the centre, but also as a democratic 

gesture, which acknowledged the identities of stateless nations and regions. 
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Moreover, autonomy was regarded as a perfect way to handle the problems posed 

by the challenges of nationalist parties.227 Similarly, the 1970s also witnessed the rise 

of stateless nationalist and regionalist parties (SNRPs), which stood for a 

fundamental constitutional change. Nevertheless, the rise of SNRPs was the 

outcome of decentralisation and federalism where these parties were able to enter 

government at the regional as well as at the federal level.228  

As Hepburn and Detterbeck note, regionalist parties have been active players in 

Belgian politics, but often as coalition brokers.229 Today, regionalist parties are not 

just coalition brokers: they have stabilised their position in Belgian politics.230 The 

N-VA has proceeded from one electoral victory to the next. The extreme right-wing 

party Flemish Interest (Vlaams Belang, VB) also had great federal election results in 

2019. However, these are still parties that divide opinions among other parties. This 

was also obvious in the government formation process after the 2019 federal 

elections. 

2.3.2.3  The territorialisation of state-wide parties 

Besides the European integration process, also the decentralisation has advanced the 

regionalisation of state-wide political parties all over Europe. Gradually, state-wide 

political parties started to play an active role also in a regional context. They had to 

not only put more focus on regional issues, but also include territorial interests and 

identities into their political programmes, rhetoric, and goals.231  With the rise of 

SNRPs, traditional state-wide parties have been obliged to move and find a new role 

in the political arena. Hepburn and Detterbeck refer to this process as the 

territorialisation of political parties, which has many dimensions:232 

1. Regional branches of state-wide parties have accepted a stronger territorial 

party identity rhetoric, sometimes even declaring themselves to form the 

party, which represent the nation or region in opposition to SNRPs. 

 
227 Ibid. pp. 79-80. 
228 Hepburn Eve & Detterbeck Klaus (2013): Federalism, regionalism and the dynamics of party 
politics. In Loughlin John, Kincaid John and Swenden Wilfried (eds.): Routledge Handbook of 
Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, London and New York. p. 81. 
229 Ibid. p. 82. 
230 N-VA participated in the federal government from 2014 until December 2018. 
231 Hepburn, Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. pp. 6-7, 220. 

232 Hepburn Eve & Detterbeck Klaus (2013): Federalism, regionalism and the dynamics of party 
politics. In Loughlin John, Kincaid John and Swenden Wilfried (eds.): Routledge Handbook of 
Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, London and New York. pp. 84-89. 



 

84 

2. Different sectors of parties have distinct policy goals, e.g. all the main party 

families have both centralising and decentralising traditions. Thus, when 

competing with SNRPs, regional substate branches of state-wide parties must 

put focus on the party’s view on decentralisation. This is considered to 

outweigh the benefits of secession. 

3. The territorialisation of state-wide parties has led to the organisational 

distinction of regional parts from the centre. In fact, in many cases, the 

disinclination of the central party to admit concessions to the substate branch 

has led to intraparty conflicts. 

4. The territorialisation of the state-wide parties has also led to the new forms 

of division of power between constituent units. Instead of existing only in 

the one place, power and authority occurs in different organisational units of 

parties having different powers and autonomous function.233 

Hepburn and Detterbeck have recognised six different types of parties with a 

difference in the strength of joint decision-making structures within party 

organisations and degree of organisational and programmatic autonomy used by 

regional branches: consensualist parties (consensus through joint decision making), 

federalist parties (political parties that combine strong intraparty coordination with 

flexibility), confederalist parties (dominance of the regional party level within 

integrated structures), centralist parties (political parties with centralised decision 

making and fragile joint structures), decentralist parties (political parties that transfer 

notable control to regional level,) and bifurcated parties (no vertical connections 

between different levels). In Belgium, political parties are split along linguistic lines. 

In addition, they play a role at several different levels. With reference to de Winter’s 

studies, Hepburn and Detterbeck note that organisational connections to the 

ideological ‘sister party’ (in the other language community) have become fragile, 

except in the case of the Green Party.234 Thus, it is hard to find a true state-wide 

party in a current political field in Belgium. This topic is discussed more in section 

3.3 Political Parties in Belgium.  
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3 THE POLITICS OF BELGIUM: FOCUSING ON 
FLANDERS 

Belgium declared its independence from the Kingdom of the Netherlands in 1830. 

However, the common history with northern and southern Netherlands and their 

separation in 1648 (the Treaty of Münster, which left the southern and Catholic Low 

Countries – also the current Belgium – under the Habsburg rule) has had a great 

impact on the political development of Belgium. First important element is religion: 

the Netherlands was after the Treaty of Münster Protestant or Calvinist (although 

there was a Catholic minority), while Belgium was at the time of its independence 

clearly a Catholic country. Catholic church was an active player in the alienating 

process between the northern parts of Low countries with the Catholic south. The 

second element is naturally language, which still has a strong influence on today’s 

political life dividing Dutch-speaking and French-speaking people.235 

However, after independence of Belgium, the main political issues were related 

to the establishment of the new state and education. It is difficult to discuss party 

politics of this period, but, according to John Fitzmaurice, it was possible to identify 

at least Catholic and liberal movements. The Unionist alliance, which was behind the 

Revolution, existed until 1847.236 Alain Destexhe notes that the Liberals, traditionally 

positioned close to the ideas of enlightenment, defended the principle of the 

separation of church and state. The Catholics, on the other hand, wanted to avoid a 

situation in which religion was to be isolated in such a manner. In 1846, the Liberal 

camp united into a real political party, the first of its kind in Belgium. Well-organised, 

they managed to dominate the Belgian political scene for a long time. Consequently, 

the Liberals were able to form homogenous governments.237 

It should be noted that the Catholic party was not organised before 1884.238 

However, the Catholic party did win the elections in 1884, which started the period 

of Catholic rule. This lasted without pause until the First World War. The Liberals, 
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on the other hand, lost their position as the main opposition party after 1893. This 

situation was influenced by the introduction of proportional representation in 1899. 

The Socialists managed to overtake the Liberals in several elections. The Flemish 

Socialist Workers Party (Vlaamse Socialistische Arbeiderspartij, VSAP) and the 

Brabant Socialist Parties were founded in 1877 and merged into the Belgian Socialist 

Party two years later. The new party supported the Borinage strikers in 1884 and, at 

the same time, created the conditions for a truly national party. Altogether sixty-nine 

delegates met to form the new party at ‘De Zwaan’ in Brussels in April 1885. The 

first congress was held in Antwerp at the end of the summer in 1885. The main idea 

of the new party, the Belgian Workers Party (Dutch: Belgische Werkliedenpartij, 

BWP; French: Parti Ouvrier Belge, POB), was that all material riches should belong 

to all citizens.239 

 Nevertheless, one of the main political battles in the 19th century was over 

education and the role of the Church. There arouse often clashes over issues, such 

as the maintenance of churches and churchyards, scholarships or the organisation of 

the school system. One significant issue that emerged from time to time was that of 

the Flemish language. The Revolution and the state that it created were, in fact, taken 

over by the francophone bourgeoisie. The Flemish people were outsiders.240 

Gradually, in the period approaching to the First World War, the growing Flemish 

Movement – the progress that demanded the rights of Dutch-speakers - began to 

win significant concessions.241 

3.1 Flemish Nationalism Is Not New: Historical Background 

Belgium is often described as a deeply divided society. According to Prinsloo most 

scholars have focused on the coexistence of cleavages but also on the relative stability 

of the political system. In generally, the discussion has pursued from the general to 

the specific: first was argued the broader condition of cleavages and afterwards a 

particular resultant (political) manifestation, subnationalism.242 
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In popular discourse, subnationalism in Belgium is often associated with the 

dichotomy between the Flemish-speaking Flemings and French-speaking Walloons 

as two separate linguistic groups. However, Prinsloo notes, that the closer look 

shows a much more complex situation not only in terms of the number of groups 

included but also in terms of the issues and social segmentation related to 

subnationalism in Belgium.243 In reality, subnationalism is more nuanced and 

demonstrates a complex nature in this context. Thus, it is important to recognise the 

connection between subnationalism and the Flemish Movement. 

3.1.1 Flanders: From the periphery to the centre 

In Belgium, the linguistic issue has been usually on the focus as analysing the 

problem of coexistence between the two linguistic communities. However, 

according to Rokkan and Urwin, there are also other conflicts, aroused by economic, 

social, and even denominational issues. They have increased the complexity of the 

regional problem, making a political solution even more difficult. Since the 

independence in 1830, centre–periphery relationships have been constantly changing 

including different kinds of situations and issues in Belgium.244 

When Belgium became independent in 1830, it was a highly centralised and 

French-speaking state in which Brussels was selected as the administrative capital. 

Later, because of the development of trade and industry, Brussels also became a 

growing financial centre. However, the national prosperity occurred in the French-

speaking Wallonia, more specifically in the provinces of Liège and Hainaut. 

Gradually Belgium got a strong economic position in Europe and the world. Since 

then, linguistic issues started to dominate and caused many disputes between the two 

language communities of Belgium. Thus, the Belgian state was formed by French-

speaking nobles, which is why French language was selected as the official language 

of administration, law and military affairs, as well as politics. French language was 

also taught in the schools both in Flanders and Wallonia. In contrast to Wallonia and 

its economic growth, Flanders was still, for the most part, agrarian and rural. After 

northern and southern Netherlands i.e. a Union of Seventeen provinces 
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(approximately today’s Benelux-countries) was separated in 1648 (the Treaty of 

Münster), the province had been isolated and treated as a distant periphery.245  

However, during last two centuries Belgium has changed remarkably. Flemish has 

become an official language of the state, on an equal footing with French. 

Constitutionally, Belgium has gradually, through many state reforms, become a 

federal state. Economically, the contrast between Flanders and Wallonia is even 

clearer. Industry in Walloon has suffered from a serious and constant economic crisis 

since the 1960s. By contrast, Flanders has experienced a significant economic 

growth, thanks to the expansion of the port of Antwerp and the petrochemical and 

electronics industries. Economically, Flanders has become the centre of Belgium, 

and Wallonia, on the other hand, a declining and peripheral region.246 

3.1.1.1  The linguistic problem 

Following the break-up of the Roman Empire and the large-scale Germanic 

migration into Western Europe, Belgium has become a linguistic border, which 

separates the German and Romance language worlds. Indeed, according to Frognier, 

Quevit, and Stenbock, this linguistic border symbolises the most solid division that 

Belgium has ever known: it separates the Dutch-speaking Flemings of the north and 

the French-speaking Walloons of the south. In addition, Belgium also has a small 

German community on the east part of the country.247  

In terms of population, there are more Flemings than Walloons in Belgium. This 

numeric superiority has only been increasing since the middle of the 19th century. It 

has been argued that especially cultural factors have contributed to this strong 

variation in demographic development. Another interesting matter is that in 

Brussels, on the other hand, exists a French-speaking majority. This particularity is 

also one of the main reasons why the Belgian community problem is as complex as 

it is. Even though Brussels is legally bilingual, French is still the language in general 

use. Another problematic situation occurs in the surrounding countryside of the 

capital as many francophones have settled in Flemish peripheral communes, 

constituting remarkable French-speaking minorities. In addition, there is also a small 

but meaningful French-speaking minority in Flanders, which gives an extra flavour 

to this complex linguistic problem of Belgium. Overall, the Flemish elite was 

gallicised for centuries. Usually, the linguistic division within Flanders did also 
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correspond to a social division. In the end, the Flemish Movement, for instance, 

resented both its own elites and the French-speaking unitary state.248 

3.1.1.2  The religious, economic, and social situation 

The two main Belgian regions, Flanders and Wallonia, have never been successful at 

the same time: Wallonia’s industrialisation happened at the same time with Flemish 

stagnation, and the later significant progress of Flanders coincided with the fall of 

Wallonia. Therefore, also the economic boom has always led to the prosperity of just 

one region, instead of the prosperity of Belgium as a whole. However, according to 

Frognier, Quevit, and Stenbock regional differences are not only linguistic or 

socioeconomic. Indeed, there is also a clear religious distinction between Flemings 

and Walloons. They continue, that Catholicism has always been one of the motives 

of the Flemish Movement in its battles with a secular Wallonia. However, although 

religious conflicts may not be as important or intensive anymore, religion still is one 

of the main distinguishing factors between Flanders and Wallonia.249   

This relationship between centre and periphery in Belgium has led to a point 

where Wallonia is i.a. economically dependent upon Flanders. At the same time, the 

central government needs to maintain its credibility by addressing the problem of 

regional differences but also trying to constitute an institutional structure that can 

adapt the two communities.250 

3.1.2 The Flemish Movement as a springboard for a Flemish 
consciousness 

Just as it is problematic to define the Flemish Movement in exact terms, it is difficult 

to ascertain the exact point in time at which it originated. However, the logical 

starting point for a discussion of the Flemish Movement is 1830, when Belgium 

gained its independence. Destexhe also refers to the time after independence, and 

especially the 1840s, when he explores the Flemish Movement.251 According to 

Deleu et al. (as cited by Prinsloo), this does not mean that the roots of the Flemish 
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Movement do not go back further, to an earlier time when Verhoeven (1738–1809), 

De Foere (1787–1851), and Willems (1793–1846) encouraged the use of Dutch 

language. As Prinsloo points out, referring to Beaufays and Gevers, it was not until 

the First World War that the Flemish Movement began playing a crucial role in 

Belgian political arena.252 

The early Flemish Movement was principally a literary and cultural movement, 

led by influential individuals like Willems (1793–1846), David (1801–1866), 

Blommaert (1808–1871), Snellaert (1809–1872), Concience (1812–1883), and De 

Laet (1815–1891). The main centres of the early Flemish Movement included Ghent, 

Antwerp, and Leuven. Prinsloo states that, according to Gevers et al., even at the 

beginning the Flemish Movement was defined by internal conflicts. Nevertheless, it 

is difficult to say when the linguistic part changed into a cultural aim or, on the other 

hand, when the cultural aim converted into a political campaign.253 

According to Prinsloo the early emergence of the Flemish Movement is usually 

considered as a response to the hegemony of the French language. In principle, the 

new Belgian state permitted for free language use, but still French was the official 

language, for instance, of the military and central administration. The exception was 

the countryside where Dutch was the language of administration and the judiciary254. 

According to Gevers et al. (as cited by Prinsloo), French language dominated the 

country because it was used by the bourgeoisie and aristocracy.255 In reality, the 

Flemish Movement stood originally against francophones256, not the Belgian state or 

Wallonia.257 

Prinsloo also reminds, that the main part of the Flemish Movement was not 

politically empowered.258 According to Liesbet Hooghe, the 19th century Flemish 

Movement put emphasis on linguistic injustice rather than labour and agrarian 

questions. Hooghe points out that this is one of the reasons why the Flemish 
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Movement failed in mobilising mass support.259 However, the situation altered 

during the period 1857–1865 when the new democratic workers’ movement put 

emphasis on the Flemish issue.260 Nevertheless, this combination of class and 

language divisions did not succeed. However, also internal disagreements within the 

movement limited the mass mobilisation around the Flemish Movement. For 

instance, the support for traditional parties led often to conflicts among the 

Flemings261.262 

According to Destexhe, the use of Dutch language witnessed a political shift in 

the 1860s as the word ‘Flanders’ came to mean the northern part of the country. The 

Dutch language began moving towards an equal footing with French, although there 

was still a long way to go. Thus, in 1873, the use of Dutch was recognised in Flanders 

in criminal proceedings. In the late 1870s and 1880s, Dutch also gained a somewhat 

stronger status in Flanders in the field of administration and education. As a 

consequence, bilingualism gradually gained ground in the northern part of the 

country. What was, however, even more significant was that legislation started to be 

promulgated in both languages. Dutch became the official language of Belgium, 

along with French, in 1898.263 

According to Prinsloo The Flemish Movement grew significantly during period 

between 1882 and the First World War. Johansson, Vos-Gevers, and Wils state (as 

cited by Prinsloo), that this can be due to many reasons, including 

1. a situation whereby the Dutch language proceeded through connection within 

intellectual circles in the Netherlands and the approval of the standard Dutch 

language as the linguistic norm in Flanders, 

2. the social base of the movement which transformed from the lower middle 

classes to a major part of the population, including academia, 

3. expanded involvement of the movement in issues beyond linguistic topics, 

including economics and politics, 
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4. the cooperation between different political parties on issues related to the 

Flemish matter.264 

The First World War and German invasion seemed to strengthen the connection 

between Flemish and Belgian consciousness. According to Prinsloo, the invasion 

eventually provided a new driving force to the issue of nationality and brought about 

a significant rupture within the Flemish Movement. However, many supporters 

started to question the legitimacy of the Belgian state. The Flamenpolitik265 divided 

the language groups even further, although the main part of Flemings opposed it.266 

The Flemish Movement truly embraced its nationalist nature after the First World 

War with its insistence on cultural autonomy. According to Prinsloo, the degree of 

politicisation in the Flemish Movement increased fast. Gradually, more political 

parties, for instance Frontpartij and its successor in the 1930s the Vlaams Nationaal 

Verbond, became involved.267 Some scholars, like Emilie van Haute, believe the 

Flemish Movement was first expressed after the First World War when the Front 

Party (Frontpartij) was created around the defence of the claims of language focusing 

on Flemish nationalism.268  

During the Second World War, the Flamenpolitik by German authorities became 

once again in the political arena. Prinsloo notes that, according to Meyers & 

Coppieters, the Flemish Movement was truly divided on the question of 

cooperation. However, after the Second World War, certain events raised Flemish 

consciousness. Several political and non-political organisations were formed, 

including the Flemish Concentration (Vlaamse Concentratie) and the Flemish 

Militant Order (Vlaams Militanten Orde) in 1949 and the People’s Union (Volksunie, 

VU) in 1954 (with an obvious federalist stance). Finally, in the 1960s the 

communautaire debate began to dominate Belgian politics. This was mainly caused by 
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the disagreement between Flanders’ demographic, economic, and social position and 

the minority status of the Dutch language.269 

After WWII the Flemish Movement made some significant progress which can 

partially be explained by the constant increase in its economic and demographic 

strength. According to Prinsloo this fostered a strong sense of Flemish 

consciousness but also aroused frustration and even anger because these 

improvements were not met with positions in the national government, bureaucracy, 

or military status. In addition, i.a. the strikes of 1960–1961270, and the disputed 

language border271 instituted in 1963, increased the tension on the communautaire level. 

Thus, the rise of linguistic segmentation in the mid-1960s was, therefore, 

unsurprising. The seriousness of the conflict was seen in the splitting of the political 

parties along linguistic lines from 1968 forwards, but it was indeed culminated in the 

first state reform in 1970.272 

Under pressure from the Flemish Movement, also the language policy started to 

revolutionise. Hooghe identifies different waves of language legislation: The first 

wave that occurred towards the end of the 19th century set up asymmetrical 

bilingualism. It implied that Flanders became bilingual while the rest of Belgium 

remained unilingual. The Equalisation Act in 1898 was important because it granted 

Dutch official status alongside French in the judicial realm.273 

Hooghe continues, that the second wave in 1930 was much more extensive and 

demonstrated a shift toward territorial unilingualism in Flanders and Wallonia as well 

as bilingualism in Brussels and areas with linguistic minorities. This was due to the 

agreement between the Flemings, who were concerned about the increase in the use 

of French in the Flemish cities, and the Walloons and francophone Brussels, who 

worried job losses if nationwide bilingualism was established. The francophones did 

have poor knowledge of Dutch.274 

Finally, the third wave in the 1960s strengthened territorial unilingualism. The 

1963 law was the most remarkable. It did divide Belgium into four language areas: 
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unilingually Dutch-speaking Flanders, unilingually French-speaking Wallonia, 

unilingually German-speaking area, and the bilingual Brussels area. However, many 

areas remained contested, e.g. the Voeren275 area and some surrounding Brussels 

municipalities.276 Undoubtedly, the Flemish Movement significantly influenced 

ideological reflection in Flanders. 

3.1.3 The Walloon subnationalism 

As there was a very strong Flemish Movement in Flanders, according to Prinsloo, 

there was also some growth of the Walloon Movement too, especially after the 

1960s. According to Kesteloot (as cited by Prinsloo), it was particularly language, 

and more specifically the protection of the privileges enjoyed by the francophones, 

that played a significant role in the first campaigns of the Walloon Movement. Only 

later on, did the cultural and economic questions become more notable.277 

If Flemish nationalists imagined their community along cultural-linguistic lines, 

Walloon nationalists, on the other hand, imagined theirs mainly along 

socioeconomic lines.278 Nevertheless, in the end of the 19th century, the Walloon 

Movement occurred specifically as a political movement which defended the French 

language. Prinsloo continues, that it identified itself with a unitary and French-

speaking Belgium and noticed some danger in the possibility of bilingualism. 

However, as resistance against the hegemony of capitalists progressed in the 

industry-based Wallonia, also the property of the Walloon Movement became linked 

to those of the labour movement.279 
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According to Prinsloo, the Walloon subnationalism was boost principally by 

economic situation. It became specifically severe after WWII as the most of 

Wallonia’s industrial plants were old-fashioned and obsolete. In addition, Wallonia 

had to compete with the more advanced facilities in West Germany, the Netherlands, 

as well as in Flanders. The economy in Wallonia was declining. In contrast, Flanders’ 

economy grew tremendously. Flanders passed Wallonia, in the context of gross 

regional product per capita, between 1963 and 1966. By 1980, Flanders was in 

significant lead.280 

Prinsloo states, that in addition to socioeconomic issues, many Walloons felt also 

threatened by potential political domination of Flemings, whose population was 

larger.281 Hooghe continues, that the deepest fear was that, under a unitary state, the 

desperately needed economic restructuring would be driven by the Flemish 

people.282 

Thus, Walloon politicians demanded on economic relief for the region. 

According to Prinsloo, the economic expansion programme of the 1950s and 1960s 

as well as the decentralisation of industrial policy and regional development in the 

1970s were the result of Walloon requirements. Overall, there can be seen 

differences between Walloon and Flemish national discourses. Prinsloo remarks, 

basing her thought on Van Dam’s studies, that whereas Flemish national discourse 

put focus on ethnicity, especially on culture, the Walloon national discourse put 

emphasis on social and economic autonomy rather than Walloon culture.283 Unlike 

the Flemish whose motivating force was cultural the Walloons’ motives, on the 

contrary, were more of a socioeconomic nature. 

Finally, comparing the Flemish Movement with the Walloon Movement, it is 

obvious that the small radical group which promoted separatism for Flanders did 

not exist in Wallonia. According to Lorwin (as cited by Prinsloo), the Walloons have 

always identified themselves more with their cities — as Liègois or men of the 

Borinage, rather than with a (sub)nation, Walloons. Prinsloo concludes that Walloon 

national consciousness has, arguably, never been as strong as Flemish 

consciousness.284 
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 However, John Fitzmaurice reminds us that, compared to Flemish Movement 

the Walloon Movement is much newer and more fragile. He continues, that 

organisations such as Free Wallonia (Wallonië Libre) or Walloon Renovation 

(Rénovation Wallonne) emerged in the turmoil of the 1960–1961 strikes. In addition, 

organisations of the Walloon movement are also more political than only cultural 

and, unlike most Flemish organisations, are left-leaning.285 Although the Walloon 

Movement may not have been as significant or as structured as the Flemish 

Movement, it did have influence, especially on Belgian political life. 

3.2 Belgium in the Middle of Political Crises: Six State Reforms 
Ensuring a United Belgium 

Over the last decades, Belgium has changed gradually from a unitary state to a federal 

state. This all has happened mostly peacefully by means of politics. The answer has 

been and still is new state reforms. Belgium has succeeded in remaining united even 

though regions have managed to gain more power and expand their autonomy in 

every state reform. It has not been easy, but it has been the perfect, if not the only, 

solution. However, the transformation from a unitary state to a federal state in two 

decades, from 1970 to 1993, constituted profound institutional change. Hooghe 

notes that a territorial system, federalism – in the context of Belgium, specifically, a 

dual federalism – has replaced a non-territorial system for conflict resolution.286 

3.2.1 Towards the first state reform in 1970 

The 1960s was a turning point in Belgian politics. It became obvious that new and 

radical state reforms were necessary - the balance of power had been changed. As 

mentioned earlier, the population of Flanders grew fast. In addition, Flanders had 

become the new economic center of the country. Also, the Flemish Movement 

became more self-confident and militant. According to Fitzmaurice, demonstrations 

of this were seen, for instance, in a Flemish march on Brussels and the banishment 

of a francophone university from Louvain. On the other hand, the Walloon industry 
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was in decline. As mentioned previously, all of these changes led to Walloon 

defensive movements.287 

In 1960s also the regional parties288 started to succeed in the federal elections 

reaching the peak in 1971.  Although the success weakened slightly by 1977, the 

regional parties achieved a major goal: to show that the Belgian unitary state was 

ungovernable.289 

According to Hooghe, by 1970 ethnic conflict had taken a clear territorial course. 

The traditional political parties were deeply separated along linguistic and territorial 

lines. In addition, they had started to adopt nationalist requirements. Political 

decisions in the cultural, linguistic and socioeconomic areas had established the 

Flemish–Walloon/francophone borderlines. The major traditional political parties 

(Socialists, Christian Democrats and Liberals), which all were electorally threatened 

by a nationalist movement, were deeply divided. Finally, they all split up during the 

1960s and 1970s.290 According to Humes, the 1968 federal elections, which were 

notable victories for the parties that supported partial autonomy, made some 

political leaders to acknowledge that they could no longer avoid decentralisation.291  

Hooghe notes that the first state reform in 1970 established four measures of 

power-sharing between the two language – French and Flemish - groups. First, the 

government had to include an equal number of Dutch- and French-speaking 

ministers, who would make decisions by consensus. Second, MPs were separated 

into distinct Dutch- and French-language groups. Third, Hooghe brings up the 

language policy legislation and specific constitutional laws which were made subject 

to certain voting demands292. Finally, the state reform of 1970 also accepted an ‘alarm 

bell procedure’293.294 
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288 Volksunie (VU), Front Démocratique des Francophones (FDF) and Front Wallon pour l’Unité et 
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292 This means that not only the most part of each language group had to be present but also the most 
part in each language group had to support the law. In addition, there had to be an overall two-third 
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The 1970 reform defined three communities to adapt requirements for cultural 

autonomy: the francophone community included all people in the Walloon region 

and Brussels who spoke French (thereby excluding French speakers in the Flemish 

region), the Dutch-speaking community concerned all people in the Flemish region 

and Brussels who spoke Dutch and finally the German community indicated to all 

people who spoke German (mainly in the eastern cantons). The principle of regional 

autonomy was also written into the constitution. However, at this point, the 

proposed regional autonomy did not develop further. Nevertheless, a cultural 

autonomy was introduced in 1971 by a special law establishing cultural councils for 

the two largest communities.295 However, the community problem remained a 

constant element of the Belgian political arena. According to Fitzmaurice, in the end, 

the solutions created even more new problems and demanded significant legislation 

to be implemented.296 

The major outcome of the 1970 state reform was the acknowledging the three 

regions: the Walloon Region, the Flemish Region, and the Brussels Region. Even 

though, the regions were not established immediately – the Walloon and Flemish 

Regions in 1980 and the Brussels Region in 1989 – a process of ‘preparatory 

regionalisation,’ had been launched.297 

3.2.2 The second and the third state reforms in the 1980s 

In 1980, when the Brussels-based Front Démocratique des Francophines (FDF) was 

separated from the government, and the two liberal parties were entered, it was 

finally possible for the parties to negotiate a second state reform. The second state 

reform, which took place in 1980, included new responsibilities for cultural 

communities.298 It constituted distinct executives and a distinct administrative 

system for regions and communities. However, it did not create independently 

elected councils. In addition, the second state reform did not concern the Brussels. 

According to Hooghe the reformers described the reform ‘interim, but 

irreversible.’299 In 1980, when cultural autonomy evolved into ‘community 
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autonomy,’ the term ‘cultural’ was released, and the Flemish-, French-, and German-

speaking communities became simply ‘communities.’300 

However, the third state reform took place in 1988–1989. This state reform 

further strengthened the autonomy of the communities.301 According to Hooghe, 

‘the new Belgian constitutional structure resembled a subdued form of dual 

federalism, in which regions, communities, and the national government had 

primarily exclusive competencies (rather than concurrent or joint), and in which the 

division of labour was primarily jurisdictional (rather than functional).’302 Hooghe 

continues that two elements achieved a collaboration to moderate these dual 

characteristics. Firstly, a wide-ranging network for executive and bureaucratic 

cooperation was formed, and secondly, the regional and community parliaments 

continued to include the members of the national Parliament.303 

The 1989 state reform also developed a resolution for the Brussels region with 

strong consociational features. According to Hooghe several systems defended the 

small Dutch-speaking minority from the rule of French-speaking majority on 

regional issues. Moreover, although the two communities got autonomy on many 

cultural and person-related issues,304 they still had to work together on some joint 

issues305.306 

3.2.3 The fourth state reform realises the federal state 

A new political crisis took place after the 1991 federal elections. The crisis, based on 

linguistic issues, eventually led to the resignation of Wilfried Martens (CVP), and also 

ended his long-term tenure as prime minister307. Finally, Jean-Luc Dehaene (CVP) 

was able to form a Christian Democratic–Socialist coalition. This government also 

negotiated a historic fourth state reform. The constitution of May 1993 officially 

defined Belgium as a federal state. It no longer began with Belgium is divided into 

provinces but with Belgium is a federal state that consists of communities and regions. These four 
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state reforms during two decades transformed Belgium from a unitary state into a 

federal state with three communities and three regions.308 

Before the fourth state reform Belgian constitution detailed the nine provinces, 

which constituted the territory of the country. Moreover, each province has an 

elected council, whose elections were organised, until 1993, at the same time as 

elections of national parliament. This was due to the Senate, which also contained 

‘provincial senators’. Thus, if national parliament was dissolved beforehand so were 

provincial councils. However, the fourth state reform changed the situation. In other 

words, the provinces lost their powers in the new federal system, which created the 

new level of decision making. The competences, like transport or education, which 

belonged before to the provincial level, were transferred to the regions or 

communities. One province - Brabant covering Brussels, Flanders and Wallonia - 

did not survive the transformation into a federal state. It was split into a Flemish 

Brabant and Walloon Brabant as Brussels is no longer a part of province – only a 

region.309 Thus today Belgium has ten provinces, five in Flanders310 and five in 

Wallonia311.     

According to André Alen and Rusen Ergec, a differentiating part of the federal 

state, and what also makes it more complex than the unitary state, is the existence of 

two distinct legal systems: the federal government and the regional units, which all 

have their own structures and laws.312 Belgian particular federalism and its features 

are discussed in more detail in section 3.4.2 A unique federalism in Belgium: dualist, 

centrifugal, dynamic and evolutive.  

3.2.4 The fifth and sixth state reforms extend federalism 

The process did not come to an end after the fourth state reform, as intended. On 

the contrary, it only got gained new momentum. Finally, in June 2001, a new state 

reform extended federalisation even more. According to Hooghe the revisions 

established many institutions and mechanisms typical for a modern federation such 
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as a senate representing subnational interests, residual competencies with 

subnational units, fiscal federalism (more fiscal autonomy) and a constitutional 

autonomy for each level over i.a. international competencies and treaty power.313 

According to Hooghe regions obtained competencies related to territories, like 

regional economic development, environment and energy policy (except e.g. nuclear 

energy).  Communities, on the other hand, got competencies concerning individuals, 

like culture, language policy (except e.g. communes, which have a certain language 

regime) and education. Finally, the federal competencies concerned defence, justice, 

security, social security, and fiscal and monetary policy. Nevertheless, under the 

Economic and Monetary Union (EMU), monetary policy has largely become the 

responsibility of the EU.314 

The contribution of regional interests in the political system was remarkably 

complex, which naturally also raised the risk of severe conflicts. According to 

Hooghe, there can be identified four arenas in which territorial conflicts can be 

indicated. First, federal institutions continued to be the main arena, where Flemish-

francophone conflicts were resolved. In this context, the consociational elements 

remained unaltered. Hooghe notes that the most significant regulation was that the 

federal cabinet was required to have an equal number of Flemish and French-

speaking ministers.315 

The second arena in which territorial conflict could be addressed was the 

reformed Senate. According to Hooghe, the main duty of the Senate was to counsel 

on conflicts of interest between the different governments. She continues that 

although its resolutions were not binding, they still had notable political weight. In 

addition, the Senate worked together with the House of Representatives, in 

constitutional reform and legislation regarding the organisation of the state.316 

The third arena was, what Hooghe calls, the complex maze of intergovernmental 

relations. Hooghe explains that subnational and federal governments are connected 

by a system of cooperative agreements. However, Belgian dual federalism, which is 

discussed more in section 3.4.2, normally allows the federal and subnational levels 

to carry out the legislation in accordance with their competencies. The main 
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institution here is the Deliberation Committee for the Government and the 

Executives317. It also complies with the double parity rule318.319 

A final arena was the Court of Arbitration320. This quasi-constitutional court is 

constituted of a similar amount of judges/authoritative legal figures as well as former 

politicians321. According to Hooghe, it follows the legal division of competencies 

between the different levels of government. In addition, it controls that federal laws 

and regional or community decrees are in line with a limited number of specific 

constitutional provisions322. Therefore, it is much less powerful than e.g. the 

Constitutional Court of Germany or the Supreme Court of the United States.323  

The sixth and latest state reform took place on 11 October 2011. This ‘Butterfly 

Agreement’ was a result of world record negotiations. This state reform transferred 

even more powers from the federal level to the federated state level, i.e. the regions 

and communities. It also included a considerable increase in fiscal autonomy for the 

regions.324 

 The sixth state reform also reduced the powers of the Senate: not only the Senate 

is smaller, but it is no longer involved in the everyday management of Belgium. 

However, as Goossens and Cannoot notes, through the Senate, the federated states 

hold now a full co-decision power. In addition, they also have potentially veto power 

in institutional issues.325 

Moreover, the sixth state reform closed the door to further reforms as 

constitutional change requires a detailed list of provisions, which is adopted by the 

King (federal government) and a simple majority in both Houses. In practise, the 

newly elected federal Parliament may revise the constitution with a two-thirds 

majority, but only those provisions that are on the list adopted by the previous 

Parliament. According to Patricia Popelier this makes it difficult to negotiate the new 

state reform as elections can open or close new possible views about the next state 
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reform. In other words, outgoing government may keep the list of provisions 

minimalist and tie the hands of the new possible reform-minded coalition. However, 

more competences may still be transferred to the sub-states through special majority 

laws. Should it happen there is no need for constitutional amendment.326 Finally, the 

latest state reform also settled the contested BHV327 -issue. It i.a. split the disputable 

BHV electoral district328.329 However, the most probably, this was not the last state 

reform in Belgium. Overall, this topic is also discussed in the context of 

parliamentary discussions in the section 5.3.1 The Plenary session of 10 July 2013. 

3.2.5 Belgium in the middle of political crisis from 2007 to 2011 

Belgian political life has been full of crises in recent decades. According to 

Deschouwer, the gap between north and south has been one of the main reasons for 

these conflicts. One of the biggest crises began after the federal elections in 2007, 

leading first to the premature federal elections in 2010 and second to a government 

formation process that lasted 541 days.330 
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The successive Verhofstadt government was in power from 1999 until 2007. It 

was special because, for the first time in a half-century, it pushed Christian 

Democrats out of power and formed a ‘purple’ coalition of Socialists and Liberals. 

However, the 2007 elections put an end to this peace in the political arena.331 The 

cartel of the CD&V and the N-VA was victorious in the election and became the 

biggest party in Flanders, but forming a government proved difficult.332 While the 

parties continued to quarrel, some international publications started to question the 

overall viability of Belgium. According to Samuel Humes, the coalition-forming 

negotiations were handicapped by the poor public image of Leterme, whom the King 

asked to organise a new government. During the election, Leterme made some 

disparaging comments about the Walloons and regarded Belgium as an ‘accident of 

history.’ Finally, after making the statement that Belgium was nothing more than a 

‘King, the national football team, and certain brands of beer’ many began to call 

Leterme a buffoon and a bigot. The result was that Leterme told the King that he 

could not form a new government because of his inability to ensure a compromise 

on the critical issues required to form a new coalition.333 

The deadlock was resolved only after a ‘committee of wise men,’ identified some 

issues that the parties could agree to carry out at once. These included the transfer 

of economic and agricultural responsibilities to the regions, financing of the federal 

government, and strengthening of the Brussels region. Finally, after a six-month 

negotiation, a new temporary caretaker government, led by Guy Verhofstadt (Open 

VLD) as prime minister and Yves Leterme as Deputy Prime Minister, was 

established.334 

Nevertheless, after multiple setbacks, a new government was formed in March 

2008 under the leadership of Yves Leterme (CD&V). The N-VA decided to support 

the new government without actually participating in it. However, the tensions in 

the cartel were obvious and became untenable during the summer of 2008 when the 
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government set up a dialogue between the communities to manage institutional 

issues. It did not obtain the support of the N-VA, and the cartel was finished.335 

The Leterme-led coalition was barely surviving when the world financial crisis hit 

Europe in 2008.336 By the end of 2008, the internal situation of the CD&V worsened, 

and Leterme resigned. The new generation that took leadership of the party had to 

take a step back due to its management of the Fortis337 dossier.338 The scandal was 

ready as the Prime Minister’s Office was even charged with interfering in the court 

decision concerning Fortis.339 Finally, King Albert II asked Herman van Rompuy, a 

CD&V leader, to form a new government.340 The van Rompuy I government was 

established and lasted until he was nominated to be the first President of the 

European Council.341 Leterme returned to the forefront of regional elections in 

2009.342 

At the end of 2009, the Belgian economy went into recession, and unemployment 

started to rise. In addition, no solutions to the community problems were found. 

Flemish political parties wanted to have more autonomy for their regions.343 Finally, 

conflict surrounding institutional issues ended the federal government. Early 

elections were called in June 2010, as Open VLD left the government earlier in the 

spring. The government finally collapsed over long discussions, which concerned 

the Brussels-Halle-Vilvoorde (BHV) electoral district.344  

Overall, community issues were extremely difficult to negotiate. According to 

Hooghe and Huyse, decision making in community matters became more and more 

difficult. One of the main problems was the lack of leadership in the parties. As 

Hooghe and Huyse put it, ‘During the negotiating process it really seemed on 
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occasion as if a compromise would be reached, but time after time the negotiators 

were curbed by their own grass roots.’345 One of the problems was the cartel between 

the CD&V and N-VA: some representatives of the CD&V started to stand for the 

more radical rhetoric of the N-VA and did not respect their own chief negotiators 

as much. In addition, the presence of the mass media and the constant stream of 

leaks to the press even during the negotiations were problematic, as they prevented 

the party elites from being able to take the lead.346 

The balance between Flemish- and French-speaking parties also affected the 

situation. The political elites focused more exclusively on their own level of 

government and their own regions. There was no political party that represented the 

whole country. Federal loyalty had become less and less important. According to 

Hooghe and Huyse, a structurally insolvent federal budget also created problems. 

‘Waffle-iron politics,’ in which all regions received the same amount of money, did 

not work anymore. Thus, there was no incentive to accept a compromise on matters 

of no vital benefit.347 

In the 2010 federal elections, the Flemish nationalist N-VA, led by Bart de Wever, 

won more seats in the federal Parliament than any other party. The N-VA, which 

was no longer in a cartel with the CD&V, as it had been in 2007, increased its number 

of seats from 19 to 27. At their victory party, the cheering people revealingly sang 

the Flemish, not the Belgian, anthem. The Walloon Socialist Party (Parti Socialiste, 

PS), led by Elio Di Rupo, won 26 seats, degrading it to second place.348 

This time, negotiations to form a coalition were even more frustrating and 

difficult than earlier ones. After the election, the gap between Flemish- and French-

speaking parties was obvious as almost all Flemish political parties demanded new 

constitutional reform which would transform more powers to the regions. In 

contrast, French-speaking parties stated that they would not enter a coalition if it 

would include a new constitutional state reform.349 

The ambition of the De Wever–led N-VA to split the country differed completely 

from the Socialist intentions. For months, a Leterme-led caretaker government 
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carried on350 as King Albert II tried to find a formateur who could succeed in creating 

a new government. It took a historic 541 days before the French-speaking Elio Di 

Rupo (PS) managed in forming a six-party coalition comprising two Socialist 

parties,351 the two Liberal parties,352 as well as the two Christian Democratic 

parties353. Thus, the big winner, the N-VA, was excluded from the government. Di 

Rupo, leader of the PS, with the second most seats in the new federal Parliament, 

was the first socialist and the first Walloon francophone to lead the government 

since 1974 — in a country where the Flemish people are a notable majority.354 

3.3 Political Parties in Belgium 

Belgium has been in the middle of political crises more than once in the 2000s. After 

the federal elections, it has been extremely difficult to form a functional government. 

According to Deschouwer, Pilet, and van Haute, one of the main reasons for this is 

the absence of state-wide parties in the Belgian political system.355 All political 

parties, except the small radical-left Labour Party, restrict their electoral mobilisation 

to one of the language groups. They have candidates either in the north or south and 

actually compete together only in the Brussels constituency. Thus, there are, in fact, 

two groups of political parties and two distinct party systems. However, as there are 

diverse media, electoral campaigns, and debates, parties are partly responsible for 

constructing different subnational public opinions. As Deschouwer puts it, ‘no one 

speaks for the centre.’356 Building on Hooghe’s studies, Deschouwer, Pilet, and van 

Haute conclude that, because of this divided party system, it is possible for politicians 

to have a political career entirely in their own community and in their own language 

without being active at the national level. This, on the other hand, raises concerns 

about the democratic quality of political representation, for instance, the ability for 

decision making at the federal level.357 
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At first, the Belgian party system was a two-party system where the Catholics and 

Liberals were opposed on the issue of the religious neutrality of the state.358 After 

the politicisation of the socioeconomic left–right cleavage and the breakthrough of 

the Socialists, the Belgian party system became a clear-cut example of the two and a 

half party system until 1965, in which the three traditional parties — Christian 

Democrats, Socialists, and Liberals — formed a government in distinct coalition 

combinations.359 It was not until the 1960s and 1970s that Belgian political parties 

started to split up into two different unilingual parties due to disagreements about 

the institutional future of the country.360 The emergence of two distinct party 

systems also indicated a broader social development where two societies, the Flemish 

and francophone regions, started to develop their own societies.361 However, 

another reason for this split was the competition against substate nationalist or 

regionalist parties, such as the VU, the Walloon Rally (Rassemblement Wallon, RW), 

and the FDF. These parties focused on linguistic and decentralisation issues and 

forced the mainstream parties to take a clear position.362 

Nevertheless, according to Deschouwer, Pilet, and van Haute, it is difficult to 

categorise parties with the same party families today. In the federal Parliament, the 

two green parties are the only ones, which form one single group. Therefore, there 

are two unilingual Liberal, two Socialist, and two Christian Democratic party groups. 

As mentioned above, parties from different language groups (although they belong 

to the same party family) deal with a different electorate, which means they can 

actually be quite different from one another. However, Deschouwer, Pilet, and van 

Haute state that the parties are relatively close to one another if one considers party 

origin, cleavages, party ideology, and sociological basis. However, there are still some 

differences; for instance, the francophone Socialists are a bit more on the left than 

their Flemish sister party. In recent decades, it seems that the parties have diverged 
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even more from one another as they do not form one single group in the federal 

Parliament or consult each other before making decisions on party labels and names, 

party programmes, or even party strategy.363 

However, before the three traditional parties split up, the unified party had one 

name, which was translated into Dutch and French. The Christian Democrats were 

called the Christian People’s Party (Dutch: Christelijke Volksparti, CVP; French: 

Parti Social Chrétien, PSC) until 1968. The CVP renamed itself the Christian 

Democratic and Flemish Party (Christen-Democratisch en Vlaams, CD&V) in 2001. 

The PSC also got a new name, the Humanist Democratic Centre (Centre démocrate 

humaniste, CdH), in 2002. With these new names, the CD&V wanted to stress 

Flemish identity, whereas the CdH removed the reference to its Christian-

democratic heritage.364 

The Liberal Party, on the other hand, was called the Party for Freedom and 

Progress (Dutch: Partij voor Vrijheid en Vooruitgang, PVV; French: Parti de la 

Liberté et du Progrès, PLP) before it split up in 1972. In 1990s the PVV was renamed 

the Flemish Liberals and Democrats (Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten, VLD), 

stressing its Flemish identity. In 2007, the VLD changed its name to Open VLD to 

accommodate people coming from the defunct VU party. The PLP went through 

many splits before the formation of the Liberal Reformist Party (Parti Réformateur 

Libéral, PRL) in 1979. In 2002, it renamed itself the Reformist Movement 

(Mouvement Réformateur, MR), abandoning the reference to liberalism.365 

The Socialist Party (SP) was originally called the Belgian Socialist Party (Dutch: 

Belgische Socialistische Partij, BSP; French: Parti Socialiste Belge, PSB) before the 

party split in 1978. Afterwards, the party dropped ‘Belgium’ from its name and 

became the SP (Dutch: Socialistische Partij, SP; French: Parti Socialiste, PS).366 The 

SP then added anders (meaning, differently) to its name to accommodate people 

coming from the defunct VU party, becoming the Socialist Party Differently 

(Socialistische Partij anders, sp.a).367  

Unlike the other parties, the green parties have never used the same name. The 

Flemish green party was originally called AGALEV (Anders Gaan Leven) but 
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renamed itself the Green (Groen) Party in 2003. The francophone green party, 

however, has always used the name Ecolo.368 

In addition to these traditional political parties, there are also regionalist parties 

in the Belgian party system. The New Flemish Alliance (Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie, 

N-VA) in Flanders and Défi (formerly the FDF) in Brussels are examples of these 

parties. In addition, there are some radical right parties, like Flemish Importance 

(Vlaams Belang, VB; formerly Vlaams Blok) in Flanders and National Front (Front 

Nationale) in Wallonia, in the Belgian party system. Vlaams Blok gathered already in 

1991 elections almost 7% of votes, which is why the election day was referred to as 

‘Black Sunday’369. The VB also has recently enjoyed electoral success and gained 15 

additional seats in the 2019 federal elections. 

There are also some smaller parties, like the radical left-wing party Workers’ Party 

of Belgium (PTB-PVDA), which do not fall in the scope of this dissertation. 

However, it is worth to mention that if right-wing VB is increasing its support in 

Flanders, left-wing PTB-PVDA is doing the same thing in Wallonia.  

According to the poll, carried out by TV stations VTM and RTL as well as the 

newspapers Het Laatste Nieuws and Le Soir370, that was held between 10th June and 

15th June 2020 showed that the extreme right-wing party Vlaams Belang has further 

increased its support in Flanders: the VB would have 27.3% of votes and would 

become the largest party in Flanders as N-VA would have only 20% of votes. Sp.a 

would be the third with 12.5 % of votes, just before CD&V and Open VLD.371 

Nevertheless, the following discussion focuses on Flemish political parties that are 

relevant to my dissertation topic. 

3.3.1 Political parties in Flanders 

In this dissertation, I concentrate on four Flemish political parties: sp.a (former BSP-

PSB, SP), CD&V (former CVP-PSC, CVP), Open VLD (former PVV-PLP, PVV, 

VLD) and N-VA (former VU, VU-VVD). The first three are currently existing 
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traditional political parties, and the last, a regionalist, Flemish nationalist political 

party. It would have been interesting to analyse also the party programmes of the 

radical right-wing party, VB, but the scope of this dissertation was limited to party 

programmes up to the year 2010 when the N-VA was the most successful regionalist 

party in Flanders. Still, in parliament discussions, hints of the attitudes of the VB 

politicians can be seen372. 

3.3.1.1  The Socialist Party Differently (sp.a) 

The Socialist Party Differently (Socialistische Partij anders, sp.a) arose from 

socioeconomic difficulties of the 19th century.373 The Belgian Workers Party 

(Belgische Werkliedenpartij, BWP)374 was created in April 1885.375 Originally, the 

party was not just for Socialists, but for all workers and the oppressed. The huge step 

was taken in the 1919 elections where general voting rights were introduced for all 

men: BWP became the largest party in Wallonia and the second largest in Flanders. 

However, after the stock market crashed in 1929, resulting in an economic crisis, it 

became clear that the Socialist structure did not work anymore. Finally, World War 

II changed the situation. The party leader, Hendrik de Man, dissolved the BWP and 

demanded acceptance of German victory. Thus, the members of BWP were split: 

some followed de Man, and others became active in the resistance. Some Socialist 

leaders left the country. These leaders eventually founded the BSP-PSB.376 

In 1970, the first state reform reflected the structures of the BSP-PSB. The party 

became more and more divided between the Flemish and Walloon camps.377 Finally, 

the BSP-PSB split into the SP and the PS in 1978. According to Régis Dandoy, the 

party was thus confronted with major challenges, which it tried to answer. The first 

was the gradual loss of its traditional electorates, which was the result of the 

transformation of the economy and Belgian society. It was challenging to look for 

new voters. The second challenge was related to the weakening of partisan 

commitment. The solution to these challenges lay in open, ideological, organisational 

policy members and voters outside its domain. The third challenge was related to 
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the fairly heavy pyramidal structure of the party. Finally, the fourth challenge was the 

internal democracy, namely the establishment of more open and transparent bodies 

and greater participation of all members in the decision making of the party.378 

Dandoy notes, that the revival of the SP concerned not only the adaptation of 

party structures but also its political programme. Its reactivity to the evolution of 

society was gradual, more distinct than the views of its predecessor. Thus, the themes 

of quality of life and the environment were an important echo in the 1986 electoral 

programme of the SP, while discussions on the role of the authority, the function of 

democracy, socioeconomic modernisation, ethics, and even post-materialism grew 

during the years 1989–1994. Instead of the traditional themes of workers, such as 

industrial policy, labour law, or anti-capitalism, in the early 1990s, the SP paid more 

attention to employment, power of purchase, income, and labour flexibility. This 

ideological revival continued around themes, such as quality of life, energy, and 

globalisation. The symbol of this ideological shift was the change of party name in 

2001: the new name, Socialist Party Different (Socialistische Partij anders, sp.a) made 

a clear reference to the SP while introducing the idea of change.379 

Finally, the sp.a included among its priorities the collaboration and openness to 

other movements as well as to other trends. After the electoral defeat of 1999 and 

the name change in 2001, there was the ambition to build a great movement of the 

left. The opportunity arouse as in late 2001, the Flemish regionalist party, VU, split 

into two political entities: Spirit and the N-VA. Spirit became closer with the sp.a 

because it shared a number of principles, as well as the first two letters of its name.380 

After numerous attempts to renew the party, the party ideology has evolved a lot, 

abandoning traditional themes, such as industrial policy, and becoming open to new 

socioeconomic381 or post-materialist382 themes. Nevertheless, the focus of the sp.a 

has always been on social matters. Although the sp.a is pro-European, it still believes 

that today’s Europe is too oriented towards the ‘market.’ According to sp.a, 

liberalisation and competition cannot solve all problems. More transparency is 

 
378 Dandoy Régis (2011): Le sp.a (Socialistische Partij anders). In Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and 
van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles, 
Bruxelles. pp. 83-85. 
379 Ibid. p. 86. 
380 Ibid. 
381 Like quality of life, labor flexibility, income. 
382 Like mobility, energy, environment, ethics. 



 

113 

needed in the independent regulation of banking and financial markets. For the sp.a, 

Europe must develop socially and humanistically.383 

In general, the sp.a is a party that put less importance on state reform and Belgian 

community conflict. Sp.a sees, that it is necessary to give the federal government, 

communities, and regions more competences and financial resources to fulfil their 

tasks and missions in social materials. Regarding Brussels, the sp.a believes that 

Flanders must continue to invest in Brussels and strengthen its cooperation with this 

region. According to Dandoy, the Socialist electorate, unsurprisingly, is economically 

the most left in the political arena and, at the same time, the most pro-Belgian.384 

Dandoy considers, that the relations with the PS (the French branch) remains 

important even if public bodies and regular meetings between the leaders of the two 

parties have gradually disappeared over time. Indeed, ideological and electoral 

proximity combines these two parties and privileged partners in nationwide federal 

government and negotiation. Dandoy continues that, according to some studies, the 

ideological proximity of the parties remained quite strong between 1991 and 2003. 

Thus, in 2003, the sp.a was considered to be ideologically closer to the PS than other 

Flemish parties. In the end, the party has tried to differentiate itself ideologically 

from the PS by means of a ‘Flemishisation’ programme as well as through new 

specific themes.385 

The sp.a remains a party of power, as evident in its many contributions to the 

federal and the Flemish governments. The sp.a. was also a member of the Di Rupo 

government formed on 6 December 2011. However, it was in opposition in the 

federal government from 2014 to 2020. As of October 2020, sp.a is, once again, a 

part of the federal government. 

3.3.1.2  The Christian Democratic and Flemish Party (CD&V) 

The Christian Democratic and Flemish Party (Christen-democratisch en Vlaams, 

CD&V) is a Christian Democratic party in Flanders. The CD&V has its roots in the 

Catholic Party, which was organised in 1884386. However, the process of forming a 

party out of the Catholic Movement was slower than was the case for the Liberals. 
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According to van Haute the structure was initially operated at the societal level and 

only later was the political organisation facilitated by the emergence of new trends 

in Catholicism, the mobilisation around the school war, and the elections of 1884. 

At the end of the 19th century, the Catholic Party was shaken by internal tensions 

generated by the emergence of socioeconomic cleavage and the political incarnation 

of workers’ demands: the BWP387, forerunner of the BSP. The period was dominated 

by the affirmation of the socioeconomic divide, which modified the structure of the 

party system with the emergence of the BWP. The elections of 1894 represented the 

end of bipartisanship in Belgium. However, Catholics remained dominant in 

Flanders388 and led homogeneous governments between 1894 and 1914.389 

During the interwar years, the Catholic Party confronted competition from other 

parties on language issues as well as a movement towards conservative, anti-

democratic radicalisation, which was typical of the 1930s. During this period, the 

Catholic Party nevertheless strengthened its foundations. In 1921, the party became 

the Catholic Union. Internal tensions and an electoral defeat in 1936 pushed the 

Catholics to reform. In addition, it also started to focus on the internal linguistic 

issue. The Catholic Union became the Catholic Bloc, consisting of two quasi-

autonomous linguistic wings: the Catholic Flemish People’s Party (Katholieke 

Vlaamsche Volkspartij, KVV) and the Catholic Social Party (Parti Catholique Social, 

PCS). At the elections, Catholics still dominated but lost their absolute majority and 

were in almost constant decline during the interwar period. However, at the end of 

the Second World War, the Catholic Bloc dissolved. In August 1945, Congress 

organised a ‘new’ party, the Christian People’s Party–Christian Social Party 

(Christelijke Volkspartij–Parti Social Chrétien, CVP–PSC), which was the heir to the 

Catholic party. It did succeed in bringing together léopoldistes, the Flemish nationalists, 

and the French-speaking right.390 

During 1960s, internal tensions around communitarian issues began to escalate. 

The Flemish Movement strove for and eventually found its way within the CVP. In 

addition, there were tensions related to the future of the Catholic University of 

Louvain. At the party level, it was the end of party unity. In February 1968, the party 

split into two: Flemish-speaking CVP and French-speaking PSC. The independence 

of the CVP was confirmed in 1969. Finally, in 1972, the divorce was final. Following 
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the split of the party, the two wings were listed distinctly in the elections of 1968 

(except in Brussels), which results were disappointing for the new CVP. During the 

1960s, the party lost 290,000 voters and even 35 deputies. Nevertheless, according 

to van Haute it was not until the assertion of the independence of the CVP and 

generational renewal that the results start to rise. The party returned to success in 

the second half of the 1970s. In the government formation, the situation was more 

favourable. The party played a crucial role in government coalitions, sometimes 

forming a centre-left, sometimes a centre-right, government. Overall, the 1970s was 

seen as the decade of strong governmental instability.391 

The history of Christian democracy in Belgium is also very much connected to 

the Flemish Movement. Until the Second World War, the Catholics were interested 

in Flemish issues and approved, for instance, the adoption of language laws while 

opposing any idea of state reform. According to van Haute the difficulties of the 

interwar period were connected to the structure of the party. In addition, also the 

cooperation of some sections with the Flemish Movement during the war, aroused 

caution. After the war, the CVP–PSC chose a unitary structure: both wings still 

existed, but their competences were limited. In its Christmas programme,392 the party 

defended decentralisation and stood for the development of cultural communities.393 

After the split of the party, the CVP adopted the position, which was closer to 

the principles of Christian democracy. This position was connected to the Christian 

democrat doctrine - the principle of subsidiarity. Henceforth, the party stood for 

federalism based on communities.394 

According to van Haute the Christian democracy approached with the left-wing 

in the years 1960 and 1970. However, new themes launched by other parties started 

to arouse in the late 1970s: democracy (Flemish Liberals’), sustainable development 

and the environment (environmentalists), and security and immigration (far right).395 

The Christian Democratic party has dominated the Belgian and Flemish political 

arenas for decades. However, electorally, party results are declining. In 1999, the 

party was pushed out of power for the first time since 1884. The 2010 federal 

elections also resulted in a major loss for the CD&V, achieving less than 20% for 
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the first time in its history.396 Regardless of the results, the CD&V has been in the 

Flemish as well as the federal government since 2010. 

3.3.1.3  Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats (Open VLD) 

The 1831 Constitution of Belgium was the result of the revolution. According to Els 

Witte, it was an agreement between the landowners and clergy on the one hand and 

the liberal middle class on the other.397 After independence, the political questions 

were, for the most part, linked to the constitution of the new state and education. 

Even if there was no formal party system, Catholic and Liberal tendencies were 

clearly visible.398 In fact, the Liberal Party (Parti Liberal, PL; Liberale Partij, LP) was 

founded in 1846.399  

The Liberals, traditionally positioned close to the ideas of enlightenment, 

defended the principle of the separation of church and state.400 As mentioned above, 

in 1846, the Liberal camp united into a real political party, the first of its kind in 

Belgium. Well-organised, it managed to dominate the Belgian political scene for a 

long time. Consequently, the Liberals were able to form homogenous 

governments.401 However, the Catholic Party did win the election in 1884, which 

signified a long period of Catholic rule.402 

In the 1950s, the School Pact403 had a far-reaching effect not only on the Belgian 

political system, but also on the liberals. According to Witte, the liberals were now 
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ready to renewal their party. Witte states that, Omer Vanaudenhoven, the leader of 

the party, demanded, that the party should modify its anti-clericalism and cooperate 

with Catholics. The liberals put again focus on the defence of economic liberalism 

and anti-collectivism. At the same time, the party changed its name in 1961 and 

became the Party for Freedom and Progress (Partij voor Vrijheid en Vooruitgang–

Parti de la Liberté et du Progrès, PVV–PLP). Overall, the change was a success; at 

the next elections in 1965, the PVV-PLP managed to get 20% of the votes.404  

Looking at the political party field in Belgium in the 1960s, unitarism was 

strongest in the Liberal Party. Although, the party had long had a pro-Flemish wing, 

the party leaders did not accept an independent Flemish position. According to 

Witte, the situation lasted up to 1968. Gradually, the Flemish liberals began to 

request more freedom. It created tension within the party, and finally, by the mid-

1970s, it became apparent, that a split between Flemish- and French-speaking party 

groups was needed.405 

In 1972, when the PVV officially became autonomous, it clarified the positions 

on certain issues. On socioeconomic matters, it remained a bourgeois party. The 

party leader, Omer Vanaudenhove saw, that party should be opposed to the 

collectivist labourism supported by the unions and their political connections. On 

EU matters, the PVV maintained a rather conservative position despite the split and 

internal pressures from the Liberal Flemish League (Liberaal Vlaams Verbond). 

Regarding the separation of church and state, PVV declared its pluralism. However, 

it did not succeed in its transformation as well as its French co-religionist party.406 

In 1979, Guy Verhofstadt, the president of the PVV-Jongeren (PVV-Youth), 

praised neoliberal and monetarist policies explicitly.407 In fact, Belgian neoliberalism 

had its boost around the end of 1981 and 1982.408 In opposition, after the 1987 

elections, the PVV still sharpened its neoliberalism thoughts.409 Finally, in 1992, Guy 
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Verhofstadt transformed the PVV into the Flemish Liberals and Democrats 

(Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten, VLD), in trying to split up the centre-left hold 

of the government. According to Witte, Verhofstadt presented the VLD as the ‘third 

way,’ providing an option between the traditional government parties and the 

emerging extreme right-wing parties.410  

According to Dedecker, the PVV–PLP, the successor to the Liberal Party and 

predecessor of the Open VLD, started in 1961 a long mutation, which lasted several 

decades and permitted the VLD to become the largest Flemish party in 1999.411 

Under the leadership of Guy Verhofstadt, the Liberal–Socialist–Green government 

was formed in 1999. This was a historic break in tradition: there were no Christian 

Democrats in power.412 With the November 2002 Declaration, the VLD presented 

its liberal foundations in some new themes, such as globalisation, ageing populations, 

and multicultural society. The VLD also opted to support the evolution towards a 

confederal Belgium in a strong and enlarged EU.413 Once more, the party changed 

its name, becoming the Open VLD in 2007, when a small party called Vivant414 

merged with the VLD. From then on, the Open VLD supported an open society 

that cannot be paralysed by fear but, on the contrary, pursues every challenge and 

opts for innovation.415  

It is not trivial, that the party included the word ‘Flemish’ (Vlaams) in its name 

already at an early stage. According to Nicolas Dedecker, the founding charter of the 

VLD416 from 1992 already states that a party is required to establish an independent 

Flanders in Belgium and in the federal Europe. However, as mentioned above, in 

2002, the VLD demanded the establishment of a confederal model where the 

federated units would define the remaining competences of the confederation and 

where the king would only have a strictly ceremonial role. It also supported the end 

of the language facilities regime and total fiscal autonomy for regions. However, the 
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2002 statement417 was both less aggressive and less tangent.418 The Open VLD has 

been in the federal government since the 2010 elections and in the Flemish 

government since 2014. Moreover, the current prime minister, in the ‘Vivaldi’ 

coalition, Alexander de Croo, is from Open VLD. 

3.3.1.4  The New Flemish Alliance (N-VA) 

The New Flemish Alliance (Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie, N-VA) has its roots in Flemish 

nationalism.419 According to van Haute, the Flemish Movement420 was first 

expressed after the First World War when the Front Party421 (Frontpartij), was 

created around the defence of language claims. The party won 2.6% of the vote in 

1919 and got five seats in parliament. However, the party’s successor, the Flemish 

National Union (Vlaams Nationaal Verbond, VNV), was clearly more right-wing. 

According to van Haute, the first purpose of the VNV was separatism. But beyond 

the ‘regionalist’ label, it also accepted the ideas close to Nazism and fascism. Van 

Haute do state, that anti-Semitism was widespread among the Flemish nationalists.422 

Finally, in 1954 the Christian Flemish People’s Union (Christelijke Vlaamse 

Volksunie, CVV) was created. However, it changed quite rapidly to People’s Union 

(Volksunie, VU). Van Haute states that, during its first year of existence, the VU was 

the only political party, which focused on the defence of Flemish interests. From the 

very beginning, the CVV, supported a national-federalist position, along with the 

reform of the Belgian state in the sense of a two-part federal state (Flemish and 

Walloon). In practice, this meant i.a. cultural autonomy, the delimitation of a 

linguistic border and a final linguistic settlement in Brussels. The party programme 

guideline was ‘Flanders first.’ However, according to van Haute, the breakthrough 

of the VU in the sixties was connected to the inability of traditional parties to meet 

the regionalist demands. From the late 1970s, the situation changed. Gradually, also 

the traditional parties started to put emphasis on communal problems. This was seen 

also in the party’s election results: if the 1960s were a prosperous electoral period, 
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the beginning of the 1970s was characterised by the relative stagnation of the party’s 

results.423 

The success of the VU in the 1960s and 1970s had its impact also on the political 

party system. Van Haute states that before the emergence of the VU, the political 

party system in Belgium was stable. However, the VU had a great influence on the 

three traditional parties. Not only the electoral success of the party, but also salience 

of community issues made it hard for the traditional parties to survive. In the end, 

none survived the pressure, and all three ended up splitting into two separate 

parties.424 

In the late 1970s, the VU accessed the national government for the first time 

under the leadership of Hugo Schiltz. This was a significant step because, for some 

segments of the party, the VU was not and could not be a government party. Finally, 

this also showed the fragility of the party and created internal divisions. The VU 

participated in the government as part of a coalition between the PSB–BSP, the PSC, 

the CVP, and the FDF. However, a significant part of the electorate and the Flemish 

Movement refused to compromise. Nevertheless, Flemish nationalism left its mark 

on the party system, the political system as well as on decision making.425 

 From the 1980s onwards, the electoral recession was generally constant. In 1985, 

the VU lost more than 100,000 votes but still remained the fourth largest Flemish 

party. The 1999 elections meant the decline of the VU. Even though its electoral 

performance was better than in 1995, internal conflicts were rampant. According to 

van Haute asymmetrical participation in government, subsequent internal divisions, 

disappointing municipal elections in 2000, difficult institutional negotiations, and 

disagreements between the VU and ID21426 did not support the sustainability of the 

party.427 

Finally, in summer 2001, a decision to separate was made. Every party member 

had the opportunity to vote for three projects in the running: the Anciaux group 

(Toekomstgroep), the Bourgeois group (Vlaams Nationaal), and Sauwens group 

(Middengroep or Niet Splitsen). Vlaams Nationaal collected 47.2% of the vote, Niet 
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Splitsen 30.2%, and the Toekomstgroep 22.6%. None of the three trends received 

enough votes to keep the ‘VU’ distinction. Nevertheless, the Bourgeois group 

inherited the party apparatus. The party of the Bourgeois group formed the New 

Flemish Alliance (N-VA) on 13 October 2001.428 

According to van Haute, the VU opted for a centre-right position until the mid-

1960s, before moving to the centre in the 1970s and finally, supporting the positions 

of left-liberalism from the late 1980s. Group Anciaux focused on this option in the 

1990s and the establishment of ID21 was a part of this logic. However, for some 

(the Bourgeois and Sauwens groups), the VU had to stay independent of any alliance. 

They rejected cooperation with movements, such as ID21.429 

Van Haute states, that it is possible to distinguish two periods in the history of 

the VU. The first is from its origin to the late 1970s when the party reached the peak 

of its electoral success; the second refers to the decline of the party until it 

disappeared in 2001. According to van Haute, the original success of the VU was 

related into many things such as cohesiveness of the party. The party was also headed 

by a historic leader and managed to take root locally. In addition, the VU evolved a 

competitive membership basis with some traditional parties and, in the end, had a 

support base across the Flemish Movement.430 

Seiler notes (as cited by van Haute) that the party had three different strategies to 

apply political influence: a strategy out of the system, a tribune strategy, and 

government strategy. The VU used the latter two. Listing on major parliamentary 

work and extra-parliamentary events, links with associations, and so forth, the VU 

regularly found a partner in coalition governments. The electoral success of the VU 

in the 1960s and 1970s occurred when the party led a tribune strategy, and its political 

impact was considerable. This strategy, however, enabled the party to exercise 

significant influence on decision making. It, for instance, allowed it to put a number 

of issues on the agenda, mainly linguistic and community related.431 

The N-VA describes itself in its manifesto ‘as a democratic Flemish national party 

which strives for an independent Flanders as a Member State of the European 

Union’432. It participated in federal elections for the first time in 2003.433 In January 

2002, the N-VA decided to begin negotiations with the CD&V in order to form a 

cartel for the federal elections of 2003. However, the N-VA decided to carry out its 
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first federal election without the CD&V, but the elections resulted in disappointing 

results.434 Eventually, discussions with the CD&V led to the formation of a cartel 

for the Flemish, Brussels, and European elections in 2004. The ‘Flemish cartel’ did 

succeed, and it became the largest formation in Flanders. Finally, the N-VA got six 

seats in the Flemish Parliament and one in the European Parliament. Geert 

Bourgeois became a minister in the Flemish Government in July 2004, and Bart De 

Wever succeeded him as the leader of the party.435 

Both elections, first the municipal elections in 2006 and the federal elections the 

year after, were great successes for the N-VA. In fact, the CD&V/N-VA coalition 

became the largest party in Flanders. Following the 2007 election, the political crisis 

resulted in negotiations regarding the formation of a new federal government 

continuing throughout the year. Finally, after multiple twists, a new government was 

formed in March 2008 under the leadership of Yves Leterme (CD&V, CdH, Open 

VLD, MR, PS). The N-VA decided to support the government without 

participating.436 However, after months of negotiating, Leterme’s government 

(CD&V) failed to establish the new state reform. Finally, in September 2008, the N-

VA congress stopped supporting the federal government — the Flemish coalition 

ceased to exist.437 

The N-VA made a major breakthrough in June 2009 when it surprisingly won 

13.1% of the vote and 16438 seats in the Flemish Parliament, one in the Brussels 

Parliament439, and one in the European Parliament. The breakthrough was indeed 

verified in the federal elections on June 2010: the N-VA became the biggest winner 

of the federal elections and the largest party in the country, with 27 seats440 in the 

federal Parliament. Bart De Wever was the most popular politician in the country, 

with almost 800,000 preferential votes. The spring of 2014 was the continuation of 

this success and was very significant to the N-VA as the regional, federal, and 

European elections all took place in what was called ‘the mother of all elections’. 

The various results confirmed the N-VA’s status as a broad people’s party. The N-
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VA also stayed in government, although not as the prime minister party, until 

December 2018 when it resigned over the Global Compact for Migration.441 In the 

2019 federal elections, the N-VA again achieved good results, but it lost seats to the 

VB. Nevertheless, it was the largest party in the country with 25 seats in the federal 

Parliament. However, it was not enough as N-VA is not in the ‘Vivaldi’ coalition, 

which forms the federal government from October 2020 onwards. Since 2009, N-

VA has been in the Flemish government. Thus, it has a strong position at regional 

level. 

However, it should be noted, that there has been some discussion whether N-

VA is the successor of the VU or whether it actually is a new political party. Stefanie 

Beyens, Kris Deschouwer, Emilie van Haute and Tom Verthé argue that in some 

respects N-VA is clearly a new political party, while in other matters its novelty is 

more relative in nature. For instance, the N-VA is a clear successor of the VU on 

nationalist issues: it focuses on Flemish nationalism and wants in the end an 

independent Flanders. It also defends a further devolution of powers, like did VU. 

Moreover, in the beginning N-VA relied on the voters, activists, party organisation, 

representatives and financial resources which were inherited from the VU. In this 

respect N-VA can be seen as an old party. On the other hand, on economic issues 

N-VA is far away from VU’s opinions and it positions itself very close to the liberal 

parties. According to Beyens, Deschouwer, van Haute and Verthé it is this 

combination of Flemish nationalism with a centre-right position on social and 

economic issues that is behind the success of the party. It is a mix of newness and 

continuity.442 

 Even if there are major differences between VU and N-VA especially regarding 

economic issues, I treat N-VA as the heir of VU. After all, they both represent 

Flemish nationalism and as Bevens, Deschouwer, van Haute and Verthé argue N-

VA is a clear successor of VU on nationalist matters. Moreover, Flemish nationalism 

is the main focus in this study.       

 
441 www.n-va.be.  

442 Beyens Stefanie, Deschouwer Kris, van Haute Emilie, Verthé Tom (2015): Born again, or born 
anew: Assessing the newness of the Belgian political party New-Flemish Alliance (N-VA). Party 
Politics I-II. SAGE. 



 

124 

3.4 Governing Belgium 

As history has shown, Belgium has undergone revolutionary changes but has 

managed to remain together. In this section, I review the means by which Belgium 

has succeeded in remaining united as Belgium. First, I turn to the concept of a 

consociational democracy as a solution to governing Belgium. Afterwards, I present 

another solution for governing a deeply divided society: federalism á la Belgique. 

3.4.1 Belgium as an example of a consociational democracy 

B. Guy Peters states that one of the most important differences separating Belgium 

from other countries is its deep social division based on language and culture.443 The 

dissimilarities between Dutch- and French-speaking Belgians are considerable, but 

also politicised. These differences put pressure on the administration leading this 

deeply divided society. However, in Belgium, a solution has been found in the form 

of a consociationalist system.444 

According to Deschouwer, consociational democracy is a concept from the 

1960s, which defines a special type of political regime.445 It was actually meant to 

solve a problem of democratic instability in deeply divided countries, like Belgium. 

According to Arend Lijphart consociational democracy contains four basic elements: 

(1) government by a grand coalition of the political leaders of all significant segments 

of the society, (2) the mutual veto or ‘concurrent majority’, (3) proportionality as the 

principal standard of political representation, civil service appointments, and 

allocation of public funds and (4) a high degree of autonomy for all segments.446 

Lijphart emphasises particularly the role of the political leaders, which he sees as the 

crucial element in consociational democracy. The cooperation of the segmental 

leaders – no matter how deep cleavages are separating the segments – is pivotal. 

Thus, the political leaders must support not only the unity of the country but also 

 
443 Peters Guy B. (2009): Consociationalism, Corruption and Chocolate: Belgian Exceptionalism. In 
Brans Marleen, De Winter Lieven and Swenden Wilfried (eds.): The Politics of Belgium. Institutions 
and policy under bipolar and centrifugal federalism. Routledge, Oxon. p. 220.  
444 Ibid. 
445 Deschouwer Kris (2009): And the Peace Goes On? Consociational Democracy and Belgian Politics 
in the Twenty-First Century. In Brans Marleen, De Winter Lieven and Swenden Wilfried (eds.): The 
Politics of Belgium. Institutions and policy under bipolar and centrifugal federalism. Routledge, Oxon. 
p. 33. 

446 Lijphart Arend (1977): Democracy in Plural Societies. A Comparative Exploration. Yale University 
Press, London. p. 25. 



 

125 

democratic practices. In addition, they must be willing to cooperate and make 

compromises with the other segments.447 In other words, consociational democracy 

proves that it is possible to achieve and maintain stable democracy in a plural society. 

According to Lijphart Belgium is an excellent example of a consociational 

democracy.448 Later, the consociational democracy was replaced by consensus 

democracy.449 

Achieving constitutional reform in 1970 was an important turning point in 

Belgium. According to Deschouwer, this state reform presented a well-ordered 

division between the language communities at the elite level. The result was a 

Parliament where MPs represented their own language group, which has its own 

elites. The division of Parliament into language groups also brought new rules 

regarding decision making, for instance, a special ‘alarm bell procedure’450. 

According to Deschouwer the 1970 state reform presented not only a clear division 

between language groups but also an obligation to negotiate. In addition, the Belgian 

government also needed to consist of an equal number of French- and Dutch-

speaking ministers451.452 

Thus, despite of the major changes, Belgium has managed to maintain the stability 

of the system. Deschouwer proposes that Belgian elites found a solution because not 

finding a solution would have been too risky. For instance, if one language 

community choose to put a certain issue on the agenda, it can load a lot of pressure 

on another language community while rejecting to negotiate it, could mean the end 

of the government coalition or the postponement of the creation of a new 

government. Especially in situations where tension is high, it is almost an obligation 

to negotiate and try to find a solution.453 

The result of the state reforms was the transition of Belgium into a federal state 

in 1993. In recent decades, Belgium has split along many levels (society, parties, 

institutions). However, the basic rules are nevertheless the same. Deschouwer states 
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that the main rule is still unanimity, a shared compromise between the two language 

groups. Thus, it is demanded in the federal government as well as in the reaching 

intergovernmental compromises454. The main distinction is the default option when 

an agreement is not accomplished: a single policy paralysis. Under these 

circumstances, only the negotiated topic continues to be unsolved. Federal and 

regional governments, on the other hand, may still pursue other matters within their 

competence.455 

3.4.2 A unique federalism in Belgium: dualist, centrifugal, dynamic, and 
evolutive 

As been seen in previous sections, the institutional structures of Belgium have 

undergone profound changes over the last four decades. However, the institutional 

reforms did not leave the political agenda after first state reform in 1970 or as 

Belgium transformed into a federation in 1993.456 As Swenden and Jans state, unlike 

other traditional federations, Belgium did not turn into a federation as the result of 

a ‘coming together’ of various states. On the contrary, Belgium became a federal 

state as a result of ‘holding together.’457 Nevertheless, after the fourth state reform, 

Belgium underwent two more state reforms and is still heading towards a new one, 

trying to search desperately for a new equilibrium. However, after all these state 

reforms, it is obvious that the unitary state that existed in the beginning has long 

since disappeared.458 

Nevertheless, after the fourth state reform in 1993, Belgium turned into a federal 

state, as is declared in the Article 1 of the Belgian Constitution: ‘Belgium is a federal 
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State which is composed of Communities and Regions459’. The transition from a unitary state 

to a federal state was anything but easy. It created a major governmental instability 

and, as Deschouwer points out, all the elections after 1965 until 1995 were early 

elections. However, although Belgium defines itself a federal state and positions itself 

in the same family as the United States and Canada, the Belgian political system 

differs from that of classic federations. As Deschouwer put is, ‘It is a federal-type 

political system with a number of idiosyncrasies460’.461 

Firstly, the Belgian federation is a double federation, combining two federated 

entities: regions and communities. In Brussels, for instance, inhabitants can have 

relations with five distinct political authorities: the local municipality462, the federal 

state, the Brussels region, the French community, and the Flemish community. 

Secondly, the institutional structure of regions and communities is asymmetrical. 

According to Deschouwer, Flanders promotes a division along community lines, 

which is why the institutions of the Flemish Region and the Flemish community 

have fused. Thus, there is one Flemish Parliament, Flemish government, and civil 

services, which connects the powers of the region and the community. In addition, 

the capital city of Flanders is Brussels.463 

In comparison, the francophones prefer territorial organisation along regional 

lines. There exists a regional Walloon government and Parliament, which have 

institutions in Namur. Thus, Namur is the capital city of Wallonia. In addition, there 

is the French Community government and Parliament, with Brussels as the capital. 

The institutional structure in Belgium is not only complex but also hybrid and differs 

profoundly from the territorial structure of the classic federation.464 

To conclude, there are three communities: the Flemish Community, the Walloon 

Community, and the German-speaking community. All communities have 

competencies in matters relating to culture, education, audiovisual media, and health 

and welfare. In addition, the Flemish and the Walloon Communities have 

jurisdiction over specific institutions in Brussels.465 
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There are also three regions: Flanders, Wallonia, and Brussels. Their 

competencies are mainly related to the socioeconomic sphere: employment, 

economy, agriculture, energy, water, environment, town and country planning, 

housing, foreign trade, transport, and public works. In addition, regions and 

communities can carry out international treaties and agreements, but only in areas in 

which they have internal jurisdiction. Thus, these federal entities have powers that 

go much further compared to the traditional federal model.466 Moreover, both 

Flanders and Wallonia are subdivided into five provinces. According to Deschouwer 

there has been occasionally discussions about their future role as this role is gradually 

fading away.467  

The competencies of the federal state include finance, defence, justice, social 

security, foreign affairs, a major part of public health and domestic affairs, as well as 

all subject matters that have not been specifically addressed to regions or 

communities. If conflicts of jurisdiction happen between the acts of Parliament of 

the federal state ‘laws’ and those of regions and communities ‘decrees’ or 

‘ordinances’, they are settled by the Court d’Arbitrage, the Belgian constitutional 

court.468 

As mentioned above, there is also another unique feature in the Belgian 

federation: it functions in a consociational way. This implies that the two language 

communities have a veto in federal decision making. Therefore, a federal 

government also calls for an equal number of ministers from Dutch- and French-

speaking groups. As Deschouwer puts it, ‘this very much reduces the possibility of 

a truly independent federal dynamic and logic of decision making469’.470 Thus, if there 

is no agreement by both parties, there is no decision. According to Reuchamps the 

need to satisfy both communities is the engine of Belgian federalism. In fact, this 

dualism demonstrates the whole political and public life in Belgium where two 

systems of parties, media, and civil societies coexist. In addition, political claims from 

different communities may, in some cases, be even contradictory. Reuchamps 

considers, that this kind of dualistic (bipolar) federalism has very little chances to 

 
466 Ibid. 

467 Deschouwer Kris (2013): The Belgian Federation. A labyrinth state. In Loughlin John, Kincaid 
John and Swenden Wilfried (eds.): Routledge Handbook of Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, 
Oxon. p. 218. 
468 www.senate.be 

469 Deschouwer Kris (2013): The Belgian Federation. A labyrinth state. In Loughlin John, Kincaid 
John and Swenden Wilfried (eds.): Routledge Handbook of Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, 
Oxon. p. 217. 
470 Ibid. 
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succeed because it suffers so-called structural handicap.471 Moreover, Deschouwer 

suggests that because there are no state-wide political parties or federal electoral 

competition, the federal level becomes a constant diplomatic conference between 

representatives of Dutch- and French- language groups. Thus, two distinct election 

results must be respected when forming a new federal government. Consequently, 

there are also some confederalistic features in the Belgian political system.472 

In addition, Belgian federalism is also centrifugal. Federal Belgium emerged out 

of dissociation, not association, as a main part of federal states. This led to a situation 

where the unitary Belgian state gradually became a federal state. Federated entities 

(communities, regions) were established and step by step they started to demand 

more and more autonomy.473 Reuchamps notes that, by nature, centrifugal 

federalism is federalism of decomposition or disaggregation. Centripetal federalism, 

on the other hand, goes along with federalism of association. According to 

Deschouwer (as cited by Reuchamps), centrifugal feature of federalism is linked to 

the Belgian community pacification model. In fact, it is based on elites, who make 

consensual decisions.474 

Belgian federalism is also dynamic. Reuchamps reminds that the very first 

demands of federalism opposed fears that the federalism would inexorably lead to 

separatism. These fears, at least partly, still exist in the French-speaking area today. 

In fact, the term federalism was used by those who advocated for more 

decentralisation and autonomy and, at the same time, rejected the existing state. 

Reuchamps notes that the forces are dynamic and continuously evolving, depending 

on institutional advances. In this regard, the Flemish Movement has gradually 

transformed from a movement seeking linguistic and cultural protection on a 

community basis to a movement demanding greater economic autonomy on a 

regional basis. Reuchamps continues, that federalism is dynamic because it is not the 

result of a deliberate choice. On the contrary, federalism is an incremental and 

pragmatic solution of community-based conflicts.475 

 
471 Reuchamps Min (2013): Structures institutionnelles du fédéralisme belge. In Dandoy Régis, 
Matagne Geoffroy et Van Wynsberghe Caroline (eds.): Le Fédéralisme belge. Enjeux institutionnels, 
acteurs socio-politiques et opinions publiques. Academia- L’Harmattan s.a., Louvain-La-Neuve. p. 35.  
472 Deschouwer Kris (2013): The Belgian Federation. A labyrinth state. In Loughlin John, Kincaid 
John and Swenden Wilfried (eds.): Routledge Handbook of Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, 
Oxon. p. 217. 
473 www.senate.be 
474 Reuchamps Min (2013): Structures institutionnelles du fédéralisme belge. In Dandoy Régis, 
Matagne Geoffroy et Van Wynsberghe Caroline (eds.): Le Fédéralisme belge. Enjeux institutionnels, 
acteurs socio-politiques et opinions publiques. Academia- L’Harmattan s.a., Louvain-La-Neuve. p. 36. 
475 Ibid. pp. 36-37. 
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Finally, the Belgian federation is also evolutive. According to Reuchamps, for the 

sake of dualistic, centrifugal, and dynamic federalism, institutional structures are 

constantly evolving in Belgium. This has been seen in several state reforms, and it 

seems that more state reforms are to come.476  

Belgium has been governed in both a consociational and federal way, 

encountering all the possible barriers on the way, still functioning. The future seems 

to contain several new state reforms, which will divide the country even more. In 

addition, government formation has become more and more difficult every time. 

Certainly, it does not become any easier if Flemish nationalist parties – with the goal 

of an independent Flanders – continue to increase their support as has been 

happening during recent years. The crucial questions are: how long will Belgian 

political parties be able to form coalitions, and how long can Belgium be governed 

in a consociational way if there are no cooperative leaders to keep the system going? 
  

 
476 Ibid. pp. 56-59. 
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4 ANALYSING POLITICAL PARTY PROGRAMMES 

In the next sections, I present the political party programmes of four Flemish 

political parties: Socialists, Christian Democrats and Liberals, representing traditional 

parties and finally Flemish nationalists, representing regional parties. I analyse party 

programmes as they existed in the 1971/1972, 1991, 1995, and 2010.  

Firstly, I focus on the confrontation between Flanders and Belgium. I ask if the 

programme identified more with Flanders or Belgium. I also explore the theme of 

domestic politics, especially to emphasise the possible autonomy or even 

independence of Flanders. Secondly, I look at cultural politics, specifically what kind 

of issues are brought up. I focus specifically on the issues of Dutch language and 

culture. Finally, I address parties’ foreign policy and position in Europe. How 

Flanders’ role is seen in the international arena? Each party’s approach to European 

politics also provides a picture of its position in the political arena. I look at if the 

party has used Europe to bring more attention to regionalist issues. 

Thus, I analyse the party programmes through the main concepts mentioned 

above, e.g. nation, culture, autonomy and federalism. Nevertheless, my main focus 

is on the parties’ attitudes towards autonomy, federalism, and the possible 

independence of Flanders. Then, I analyse the cultural issues and the position of 

Flanders in the international context, especially in the European politics. Finally, the 

historical development of these topics proceeds naturally. Before exploring party 

programmes, I begin with a brief review of the political atmosphere of Belgium in 

1971/1972, 1991, 1995, and 2010. 

The first party programmes I analyse in this dissertation are from 1971/1972. 

The very first state reform took place only a little earlier, in 1970. Communities 

(Francophone, Dutch-speaking and German) were defined and, in 1971, cultural 

autonomy was put into effect. 

The next party programmes are from 1991. A lot happened between the 1970s 

and 1991 in the Belgian political field: for instance, the state reform of 1980 

established two regions: the Flemish Region and the Walloon Region. At the end of 

the 1980s, the third state reform transferred more power to the regions. With these 

aspects in mind, the year 1991 is very interesting. 
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Finally, the process of federalisation was completed in 1993, when the fourth 

state reform declared Belgium as a federal state. The next analysed party programmes 

are from 1995 — by then Belgium had taken its first steps as a federal state. 

The last party programmes covered in this research are from 2010. By then, it 

was definitely clear that the regionalist and Flemish nationalist political party N-VA 

was a relevant player in the Belgian political arena. Programmes from this period 

help illuminate what happened after the millennium and in what direction Flemish 

political parties might go next. 

4.1 Preserving Belgian Unity Through Federalisation: Analysing 
the Programmes of the Socialist Parties 

4.1.1 The focus on Belgium in the programme of the Belgian Socialist Party 
in 1972 

The Belgian Socialist Party (Belgische Socialistische Partij, BSP; Parti Socialiste 

Belge, PSB) existed in Belgium until 1978. This meant that, in the early 1970s, the 

party was not yet split and, in practice, was a single party. According to Dandoy, in 

those days, the Flemish Socialists were outnumbered by the francophones, which 

had naturally a significant impact on the selection of leaders but also on the 

ideological and programmatic party line.477 This must have had a crucial influence 

on the 1970s political party programme.  

4.1.1.1  The Belgian Socialist Party in the 1970s: Belgium versus Flanders 

The political party programme of the PSB in 1972 was very Belgium-oriented. In 

general, it contained a lot of references to Belgium and only one or two references 

to the regions, Flanders or Wallonia. It can be said that regions wanted to be kept in 

the background. Naturally, the fact that the party was still united must have affected 

this outcome. 

Belgium as a nation-state was present throughout the party programme, whether 

referring to the industry (‘des industries Belges’) or economics (‘l’economie Belge’). In 

 
477 Dandoy Régis (2011): Le sp.a (Socialistische Partij anders). In Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and 
van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles. p. 83. 
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particular, when referring to foreign policy, Belgium was very visible: ‘Belgium will 

also continue its cooperation by means of cooperation agreements linking it to many 

overseas countries and more particularly to the republics of the Zaire, Ruanda...’478 

Belgium was seen as very important, and the political party programme was 

obviously Belgium-centred. In the context of economic policy, the PSB stated, 

‘Economic policy must remain global for the country as a whole, but also take 

account of regionalisation as a new balance between the various communities.’479 

Here, it is clear that the main concern was the whole country, but regions also had 

to be considered. 

4.1.1.2  Institutional renovations in Belgium 

In the 1970s party programme, regionalisation was in the background all the time. 

Even though Belgium was at the forefront of the programme, and Flanders and 

Walloon were barely mentioned, the two levels, national and regional, were very 

much present. The regional level was indeed taken into account. At the beginning of 

the programme, the PSB states, ‘At the same time, it must continue with the 

structural development, in particular through employment and expansion 

programmes at both national and regional level.’480 It continues: ‘The economic 

recovery policy must involve widely the economic, social and regional circles 

involved.’481 

Referring to economic planning, the programme stated 
 
The 1971–1975 Plan, the ‘power lines’ of which were submitted to 
Parliament, after a democratic consultation at national, sectoral and regional 
level, defines the general framework of the Government’s economic, 
financial and social policy. It is therefore important to vote quickly and to 
prepare as of now the comprehensive review planned for 1973. On this 

 
478 La Belgique poursuivra également son action de coopération par la voie des conventions de 
coopération qui la lient à de nombreux pays d’outre-mer et plus particuliérement aux Républiques du 
Zaïre, du Rwanda… 
479 La politique économique doit rester globale pour l’ensemble du pays, mais également tenir compte 
de la régionalisation qu’implique le nouvel équilibre entre les diverses communautés. 
480 Mais en même temps, il doit poursuivre avec vigueur le développemant structurel, notamment par 
des programmes d’emploi et d’expansion tant au niveau national que régional.  
481 La politique économique de relance doit associer largement les milieux économique, sociaux et 
régionaux concernés. 
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occasion the Plan must indeed be regionalised, with the cooperation of the 
institutions established under the Law of 15 July 1970.482 

 

It is obvious that regionalisation was seen as important. However, the national 

level was definitely not forgotten. PSB also presented the acts that had to be made 

immediately: ‘Invitation to the regional economic councils to begin, without delay, 

the preparation of the draft plan for their region with a view to integrating the 

projects into the national plan.’483 According to the programme there were certain 

topics that had to be regionalised: ‘Agriculture should be regionalised. The 

organisation of agriculture must take account of the evolution of the country’s 

structures depending on the regional situation.’484 

Nevertheless, decentralisation was mentioned several times in the programme 

and was seen as an important and even essential matter when simplifying procedures 

and formalities: ‘Encouragement of municipal autonomy by simplifying 

administrative supervision in order to limit the number of authorisations and 

approvals required for the performance of local authorities.’485 The party programme 

set focus on decentralising at the provincial level as well as at the regional level.486  

What is also interesting is that there is a chapter in the programme devoted to 

regionalisation. It must bear in mind that even though the first state reform did not 

yet establish regions, the principle of regional autonomy was written in the 

Constitution.  However, in the programme Belgium is still prominent, even in this 

context, as in the following sentence: ‘The determination of regional competences 

will take into account: The desire to achieve effective decentralisation; The desire to 

achieve a balance and interregional solidarity in the Belgian economy.’487 Everything 

is done for Belgium; even regionalisation strives for what is best for Belgium. The 

 
482 Le Plan 1971-1975 dont les 'lignes de force' ont été soumises au Parlement, aprés concertation 
démocratique au niveau national, sectoriel et régional, définit le cadre général de la politique 
économique, financière et sociale du gouvernement. Il importe donc de le voter rapidement et de 
préparer dés à présent le réexamen d'ensemble prévu pour 1973.C’est á cette occasion, en effet, que le 
Plan devra être effectivement régionalisé, avec la collaboration des institutions mises en place dans le 
cadre de la loi du 15 juillet 1970. 
483 Invitation aux Conseils économiques régionaux à entamer sans délai la préparation du projet de 
Plan pour leur région en vue de l'intégration des projets dans le plan national. 
484 L’agriculture doit être régionalisée. L'organisation de l'agriculture doit tenir compte de l'evolution 
des structures du pays en fonction du fait régional. 
485 Encouragement de l’autonomie communale par la simplification de la tutelle administrative, afin de 
limiter le nombre d’autorisations et d’approbations nécessaires aux réalisations des pouvoirs locaux. 
486 Décentralisation au niveau provincial en parallèle avec la décentralisation au niveau des régions. 
487 La détermination des compétences régionales tiendra compte: de la volonté d’opérer une 
décentralisation effective; de la volonté de réaliser un équilibre et une solidarité interrégionale dans 
l’economie belge. 
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political party programme stated that regionalism was implemented ‘while respecting 

the requirements of a national policy and a global strategy.’488 

The programme also emphasised the cooperation between regions: ‘Each 

Regional Council shall set up a committee to promote cooperation with one or two 

other Councils, in particular for issues beyond the border of the region, which are 

exclusively within the competence of the regions.’489 However, there was no mention 

of a deeper regional autonomy or independence. On the contrary, according to the 

programme, it was also important that some matters remained national, e.g. 

legislation on investment incentives.490 Regarding the linguistic regions, the PSB 

stated briefly and concisely, ‘No changes will be made to the borders of the linguistic 

regions.’491 It was seen as something that could not be touched. 

 In short, the regionalisation was considered pivotal, but Belgium was still in the 

forefront. Nevertheless, the state reform must have had a great influence on the 

programme. After all, even though the regions were not yet established, the state 

reform still acknowledged three regions. In addition, as mentioned in the context of 

Walloon subnationalism, regionalisation has been extremely important also in 

Wallonia. Moreover, the BSP-PSB has enjoyed a wide support in the southern part 

of the country. In the 1971 elections BSP-PSB got even 34.43% of votes in 

Wallonia492.   

4.1.1.3  Cultural autonomy 

Cultural autonomy received its own chapter in the party programme. However, it is 

interesting that the party programme did not handle the state of cultural autonomy. 

According to the programme, ‘If the P.S.B. did not handle a state of cultural 

autonomy in its programme, it’s because the autonomy was adopted by the Law of 

21 July 1971 and that the PSB did not make it a key part of the manifesto.’493 This is 

highly remarkable. It is crucial to ask why it does not address the state of cultural 

 
488  Tout en respectant les exigences d’une politique nationale et d’une strategié globale. 
489 Chaque conseil régional crée une commission qui a pour but de promouvoir la coopération avec 
l'un ou les deux autres Conseils, notamment pour les problèmes qui débordent la frontière de la région 
mais qui relèvent exclusivement de la compétence des régions. 
490 La législation en matiére d’incitants aux investissements reste nationale. 
491 Aucune modification ne sera apportée aux limites des régions linguistiques. 

492 Delwit Pascal (1999): The Belgian Socialist Party. In Ladrech Robert and Philippe Marlière (eds.): 
Social Democratic Parties in the European Union. History, Organization, Policies. Palgrave 
Macmillan, London. pp.30-42.  
493 Si le P.S.B. n'a pas fait état de l'autonomie culturelle dans son programme, c'est que l'autonomie a 
été adoptée par la loi du 21 juillet 1971 et que le PSB n'en faisait pas un cheval de bataille electoral. 
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autonomy. Are there too many issues that should be changed? It is also possible that 

it was impossible to find commonality in the cultural issues between the BSP and 

PSB. It is possible that it was simply too difficult to find consistent policies. As 

mentioned earlier, linguistic and community issues became more divisive in the 

1970s, and cultural autonomy was indeed highly important to the Flemish-speaking 

party. 

However, the PSB stated in its programme that ‘Cultural autonomy will be fully 

realised during this parliamentary term.’494 

Nevertheless, the party programme stated that the national legislature must also 

have responsibility.495 It noted, ‘The government will ensure the implementation of 

the pact which has been concluded between different political parties in order to 

ensure participation in the cultural life of all sections of the population, whatever 

their ideological belief is.’496 The most interesting words are ‘whatever their 

ideological belief is.’ This reveals something about the time and how people reacted 

to cultural autonomy. It was certainly a very sensitive matter, and the party 

programme was also sensitive about how to react to the subject. The programme 

contains only a few sentences that started with ‘The PSB wants’ or ‘PSB believes.’ 

The programme mostly presented cultural autonomy: what it actually contained and 

meant, not what the PSB wanted it to be. 

However, The PSB did briefly call attention to the situation in Brussels in the 

context of Dutch culture.497 Overall, the programme barely mentioned the Dutch 

culture or language. It put focus more generally on both communities as comes clear 

in the next sentence. The PSB addressed how to manage cultural autonomy by 

noting in its party programme, ‘Regarding the budgets to cover the cultural 

expenditure specific to each of the two major communities, including expenditure 

on education, it will be established by community a) a budget for national education 

 
494 L’autonomie culturelle sera réalisée complètement au cours de cette législature. 
495 Pour toutes les matières qui seront touchées par l'autonomie culturelle, le PSB estime que 
l'harmonisation des organes et de leur fonctionnement implique un minimum de règles communes, 
lesquelles doivent rester de la compétence du législateur national. 
496 Le gouvernement garantira l’exécution du pacte qui a été conclu entre différents partis politiques 
afin d’assurer la participation à la vie culturelle de toutes les couches de la population, quelle que soit 
leur conviction idéologique. 
497 En 1972, sera viré au compte de la Commission néerlandaise de la culture de l'agglomération 
bruxelloise, le solde disponible de la tranche du crédit de 550 millions ouvert au budget du ministère 
de la Santé publique en 1971, destiné à la construction et l’équipement de sections prégardiennes qui 
relèveraient de ladite commission. 
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b) a budget for cultural affairs.’498 Thus, programme did not present communities as 

Dutch- and French-speaking, but just as two major communities. 

4.1.1.4  Education and cultural politics 

In its party programme, the PSB also presented its guidelines for education and 

cultural politics. However, the programme did not provide any guidelines regarding 

linguistic matters, although, in the context of education policy, there was a reference 

to the regions: ‘Continuation of the renovation of secondary education and, in this 

context, adaptation of structures, methods and programmes for the general training 

as well as vocational education and training in terms of: (a) the quantitative and 

qualitative development of the supply and demand for jobs, (b) the needs of the 

regions.’499 The education policy of the PSB also stated different plans for local and 

national levels, but there were no references to different regions, such as Wallonia 

or Flanders. 

Overall, in the context of education policy, the PSB manifested its ideas on a 

universal level, as is clear in the following sentences: 
 
The Socialist Party reaffirms (a) the desire to promote the expansion of 
education through the maintenance of a climate of school peace, (b) its 
commitment in principle to the formulation of co-education in the single 
school providing an education with objectivity and tolerance, respectful of 
all religious and philosophical opinions and beliefs, and without any sense 
of social or racial segregation.500  

 

The PSB was cautious in its references to the region and linguistic matters as it 

did not directly bring them up. The reason for this might be the same as mentioned 

earlier: the BSP and the PSB no longer followed the same path. On the other hand, 

 
498 En ce qui concerne les budgets destinés à couvrir les dépenses culturelles propres à chacune des 
deux grandes communautés, en cela comprises les dépenses d'enseignement, il sera établi par 
communauté a) Un budget de l'Education nationale b) Un budget des Affaires culturelles. 
499 La poursuite de la rénovation de l'enseignement secondaire et, dans ce cadre, l'adaptation des 
structures, méthodes et programmes tant de la formation générale que de l'enseignement technique, 
et professionnel en fonction: a) de l’évolution quantitative et qualitative de l’offre et de la demande 
d’emploi, b) des besoins propres aux regions. 
500 La Parti Socialiste réaffirme:a) sa volonté de favoriser l'expansion de l'enseignement par le maintien 
d'un climat de paix scolaire, b) son attachement de principe à la`formule de la coéducation dans le 
cadre de l'école unique dispensant un enseignement imprégné objectivité et de tolérance, respectueux 
de toutes les opinions et croyances religieuses et philosophiques, et dénué de toute vélléité de 
ségrégation sociale ou raciale. 
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it must be reminded, that also religion and secularism have been important factors 

in the context of education501. This also became obvious in the statement above. 

The cultural policy of the PSB continued along much the same lines. However, 

the new reform did influence the programme as becomes clear in the next sentences. 

In the context of media, autonomy was clearly handled. The PSB stated that ‘The 

status of R.T.B-B.R.T.502 will be reviewed in particular with regards to: The operating 

and profitability conditions of the R.T.B.-B.R.T. in a cultural activation by the 

development of autonomous production.’503 The programme continued: ‘The R.T.B. 

achieves the objectives of cultural decentralisation through the development of the 

radio production centres in Wallonia and the launch of regional television 

production centres.’504 What is interesting here is that only Wallonia is mentioned by 

name. In comparison, there was no discussion of the Flanders. On the other hand, 

the programme was written in French that might have had some influence on this. 

Overall, it can easily be said that the political party programme of the PSB 

handled education and cultural politics very subtly when it came to the regions and 

their autonomy. There were only few direct mentions of Dutch or French culture or 

language. After all, the beginning of the 1970s was an important period for both 

education and cultural politics. The reform of 1970 was crucial, and it would have 

been natural for the party to process cultural autonomy much deeper. However, the 

party had not yet split – and the intra-party conflicts were clear – in 1972, and 

perhaps under these circumstances, it did not want to place more emphasis on the 

regions.   

4.1.1.5  The Belgian Socialist Party’s foreign policy in the 1970s 

The PSB also presented its foreign and defence policy in its party programme. It 

brought up three main objectives: ‘The achievement of European unification, the 

 
501 See footnote 403 School Pact in the 1950s. 

502 Belgian Radio and Television. 
503 Le statut de la R.T.B-B.R.T. sera revu notamment en matière de: conditions d'exploitation et de 
rentabilité de la R.T.B.-B.R.T. responsabilités dans une activation culturelle par le développement 
d'une production autonome. 
504 la R.T.B. (La Radio télévison belge) réalise les objectifs de décentralisation culturelle par le 
développement des centres de production radiophonique en Wallonie et par le lancement des centres 
de production régionaux en télévision. 
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strengthening of peace in the world, the increase in development cooperation.’505 It 

continues: 

The enlarged European Community must be able to rely on enhanced 
solidarity between the Member States and on solid and democratic 
institutions. This entails: (a) the development of economic and monetary 
union (b) the achievement of political cooperation (c) respect for and the 
strengthening of the institutions of the European Communities and the 
extension of the powers of the European Parliament. The government will 
support the initiatives to have members of the European Parliament elected 
by universal suffrage.506  

 

Thus, the unification of the Europe507 was seen as very important. The political 

party programme also supported the regionalisation policy in the context of 

European unification. The PSB noted in its party programme that ‘The enlarged 

European Community will have to increase Community action in the field of social 

policy and develop common policies in the sectors, advanced technology, energy and 

industrial policy and regional policy.’508 It was not emphasised and was mentioned 

last, but it was mentioned. 

Belgium, as a nation-state, was clearly at the forefront of the party programme. 

The programme also presents socialist alternatives from a Belgian point of view. In 

its party programme, the PSB stated that 
 

 
505 La réalisation de l'unification européenne, le renforcement de la paix dans la monde, l'accroissement 
de la coopération au développement. 
506 La Communauté européenne élargie doit pouvoir se fonder sur une solidarité renforcée entre les 
Etats membres et sur des institutions solides et démocratiques. Cela implique: a) le développement de 
l'Union économique et monétaire b) la réalisation de la coopération politique c) le respect et le 
renforcement des institutions des communautés européennes et l'extension des pouvoirs du Parlement 
européen. Le gouvernement appuiera les initiatives visant à faire élire au suffrage universel les membres 
du Parlement européen. 

507 It should be noted that the expression ‘l’unification européenne’ is quite strong for that time. This 
rather far-reaching concept can be explained with the generally positive attitude towards European 
integration in the very early 1970s. This period witnessed relatively strong support for the European 
Economic Community (EEC), which had significantly contributed to the European economic growth 
all the way since 1957. In the first few years of 1970s the EEC attracted a great deal of interest among 
non-EEC countries. The UK, Ireland and Denmark joined the EEC in 1973 while Norway decided 
not to accede to the EEC as a consequence of a negative result in the referendum on the EEC 
membership. 
508 La Communauté européenne élargie devra accroitre les actions communautaires dans le domaine 
de la politique sociale et développer des politiques communes dans les secteurs, de la technologie 
avancée, de la politique énergétique et industrielle et de la politique régionale. 
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Belgium’s policy for the development of poor countries must undergo 
fundamental changes and be placed at two levels: (a) citizens and, in 
particular, young people must receive information on the problems of 
developing countries, how to grant aid, the results of solidarity actions, etc… 
At the same time, the structures of our aid must change. The funds 
distributed should in no way be related to the provision of interest to the 
“supplier” countries. The current debt burden is alleviated by long-term 
moratoria and loans. Development aid must be geared towards progressive 
movements and liberation movements, which pursue structural reforms in 
the economic and social sectors of their country.509 

 

As can be seen, the programme concentrated on Belgian politics, and there was 

no talk about different regions, neither Flanders nor Walloon. 

The defence policy of the party programme continued along the same lines. The 

policy was presented in the context of Belgium. The party programme stated that 

‘As regards national defence, the party’s military programme includes long, medium 

and short-term objectives.’510 The objectives concentrated mostly on the relation 

with Europe and the USA as well as with NATO, especially in the long- and medium-

term. 

Overall, the party programme concentrated on Belgium as a nation-state, Europe, 

and NATO. The PSB’s foreign and defence policies were approached from the 

perspective of Belgium and were indeed Belgium-centred. 

4.1.2 The programme of the Socialist Party in 1991 

By 1991, a lot had happened in the Belgian political field. In addition to three state 

reforms, by 1991, the Socialist Party (SP) had changed its name and split up, as 

discussed in previous sections. The party programme occasionally understates that 

 
509 La politique belge pour le développement des pays pauvres doit subir des modifications 
fondamentales et se situer à deux niveaux:a) Au sein des pays prospères, les citoyens et plus 
particulièrement la jeunesse doivent recevoir une information concernant les problèmes des pays en 
voie de développement, la manière d’accorder les aides, les résultats des actions de solidarité, etc…En 
même temps, les structures de notre aide doivent changer. Les crédits distribués ne devraient en aucune 
manière être concus pour procurer des intérêts aux pays ‘fournisseurs’. Le fardeau des dettes actuelles 
doit être allégé par des moratoires et des prêts à long terme doivent être procurés. L’aide de 
développement doit être orientée vers les mouvements progressistes et vers les mouvements de 
libération, qui poursuivent des réformes structurelles sur le plan de l'economie et de l’ordre social de 
leur pays. 
510 En matière de Défense nationale, le programme militaire du Parti comprend des objectifs à long, 
moyen et court termes. 
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its members are indeed Flemish Socialists. In that way, the situation is very different 

from what it was in the 1970s when it seemed to be difficult to find common 

guidelines. In 1991 there was no need to find common lines as the Dutch- and 

French-speaking Socialists were no longer in the same party. 

4.1.2.1  Belgium and Flanders side by side in the party programme 

The political party programme of the SP was quite neutral in terms of whether it 

mentioned België (Belgium) or Vlaanderen (Flanders). In that context, the programme 

was harmonious: there were a lot of references to both areas. For instance, regarding 

the economy, the party programme presented both the Belgian and Flemish 

economies. It is interesting to look at the contexts in which Belgium or Flanders 

were used. In addition, if Flanders was mentioned more often in the context of some 

issues, it was not at the expense of Belgium. 

Belgium and Flanders were both mentioned many times in different contexts. By 

the year 1991, the two regions were already established, and this naturally affected 

when the term Vlaanderen was used. In the party programme, there was Belgium at 

the macro-level, and inside Belgium, there was Flanders at the micro-level. The terms 

appear many times side by side. Even though the programme contains many 

mentions of Flanders, Belgium is always in the background. For example, Flanders 

(micro-level) is first mentioned when environmental policy is discussed: ‘The 

biological valuation maps and maps of the “Groene Hoofdstructuur Vlaanderen511” tell 

us what remains of nature and what we need for forests, valleys and integrity areas 

in order to keep Flanders alive.’512 The programme continues when talking about 

protecting the North Sea: ‘There were clear agreements in this regard at the Third 

North Sea Conference. Belgium also has to comply with these agreements. This 

requires a positive cooperation between the regions and the national 

administration.’513 Thus, it was also made clear that Flanders and Belgium needed 

each other. 

A similar tendency continued throughout the programme. Flanders is mentioned 

in relation to micro-level issues, and Belgium in macro-level matters, whether talking 

 
511 ‘Green Main System Flanders’ 
512 De biologische waarderingskaarten en de kaarten van de 'Groene Hoofdstructuur Vlaanderen' 
vertellen ons wat er nog rest aan natuur en wat we nodig hebben aan bossen, valleien en ongeschonden 
natuurgebieden om Vlaanderen leefbaar te houden. 
513 Tijdens de Derde Noordzeeconferentie werden daarover duidelijke afspraken gemaakt. Ook België 
moet deze afspraken naleven. Dit vereist dat de gewesten en de nationale overheid op een positieve 
wijze samenwerken. 
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about culture, education, economy, or foreign policy. For example, the issues of 

economic policy were first addressed in the context of Flanders: ‘Regional policy 

aims to ensure equal distribution of wealth across different regions. Therefore, the 

Flemish regional policy should respond appropriately to the opportunities offered 

by the European Structural Funds.’514 The programme continues in a broader 

context: ‘The Belgian economy is heavily dependent on exports. This makes the 

competitiveness of our enterprises an important element.’515 However, when it came 

to foreign, security, and defence policy issues, Belgium was in the forefront: ‘Thanks 

to the efforts of the SP, the Belgian defence was brought into line with the growing 

relaxation in Europe.’516 

Overall, Belgium and Flanders were represented side by side in the party 

programme. It was clear that Flanders as its own region was important but that it 

was inside Belgium, and we are all Belgian. Nevertheless, Flanders did not take 

anything away from Belgium; on the contrary, it was an important part of Belgium. 

4.1.2.2 Power to the sub-level 

As mentioned above, it was clear from the party programme that Flanders and 

Belgium needed each other. The programme outlined many times in different 

contexts that there was a national level and a Flemish level, and to have the best 

result, they had to work together: 
 
This requires not only a Flemish Environmental Policy Plan, which is 
proposed and implemented by the Flemish Government as a whole but also 
a National Environment Policy Plan, to align national and regional policies 
and to focus on Europe and the world.517 

 

However, as discussed above, the state structure changed in Belgium. Thus, the 

SP stated in its political party programme that ‘The Belgian state structure has been 

 
514 Het regionaal beleid is gericht op de gelijke spreiding van de welvaart over de verschillende regio's. 
Daarom moet het Vlaams regionaal beleid gepast inspelen op de mogelijkheden die de Europese 
structuurfondsen bieden. 
515 De Belgische economie is sterk afhankelijk van de export. Dit maakt dat het concurrentievermogen 
van onze ondernemingen een belangrijk gegeven is. 
516 Dank zij de inspanningen van de SP werd de Belgische defensie in overeenstemming gebracht met 
de groeiende ontspanning in Europa. 
517 Dat vergt niet alleen een Vlaams Milieubeleidsplan, dat door de hele Vlaamse regering voorgesteld 
en uitgevoerd wordt, maar ook een Nationaal Milieubeleidsplan, om het nationale en regionale beleid 
op elkaar af te stemmen en te richten op Europa en de wereld. 
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amended several times in recent years under pressure from Community crises.’518 

The SP noted, 
 
The SP wants to avoid that the treatment of the further state reform is 
dominated by Community aspects. The contradictions between Flanders 
and Wallonia are not central, the citizen is.519 
 
For the SP, the third phase should strengthen political democracy by: 
applying fundamental rights of the citizen and in the way how these rights 
can be enforced: the attribution of the residuary and treaty powers to the 
state, the community and the region; A thorough simplification of the 
political institutions…; democratic reform of electoral legislation; an in-
depth reform of the executive.520  

 

The SP went on to state, ‘Deconcentration and decentralisation are, of course, 

not an end in themselves, but they help to improve the delivery of services to the 

population.’521 The problems in state structure were obvious, and something needed 

to be done. The SP believed that decentralisation was one solution to this 

problematic situation. On the other hand, in the context of social security, SP stood 

not for federalisation522. 

The SP wanted to concentrate on issues other than contradictions between 

Flanders and Wallonia. This is also obvious in its party programme. The SP stated 

that 
The discord between the Dutch-speaking and French-speaking authorities 
raises important problems at the national level. The SP is therefore in favour 
of the allocation of competences, which remains unclear (the residual 
powers), to the sublevels.523  

 
518De Belgische staatsstructuur werd de laatste jaren, telkens onder druk van communautaire crisissen, 
herhaaldelijk gewijzigd. 
519 De SP wil vermijden dat de behandeling van de verdere staatshervorming wordt overheerst door 
communautaire aspecten. Niet de tegenstellingen tussen Vlaanderen en Wallonië staan centraal, maar 
de burger. 
520 Voor de SP moet de derde fase de politieke democratie versterken door: het inschrijven van 
fundamentele rechten van de burger en de manier waarop die rechten kunnen worden afgedwongen: 
het toewijzen van de residuaire en verdragsrechterlijke bevoegdheden aan de staat, de gemeenschap 
en het gewest; een grondige vereenvoudiging van de politieke instellingen…; een democratische 
hervorming van de kieswetgeving; een grondige hervorming van de uitvoerende macht. 
521 Deconcentratie en decentralisatie zijn uiteraard geen doel op zich maar ze dragen ertoe bij de 
dienstverlening aan de bevolking te verbeteren. 

522 Inzake vervangingsuitkeringen is de SP geen vragende partij voor federalisering. 
523 De tweespalt tussen Nederlandstaligen en Franstaligen leidt op het nationale niveau tot belangrijke 
problemen. Daarom is de SP voorstander van de toewijzing van de bevoegdheden, waarover er nog 
onduidelijkheid bestaat (de residuaire bevoegdheden), aan de deelniveaus.  
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Nevertheless, the SP stated that allocating residual powers to the sublevels would 

simultaneously reduce contradictions between Flanders and Wallonia at the national 

level. What is interesting is that the SP supported the idea that the power would be 

transferred to the community and region, but it also wanted the state to be a part of 

it. In other words, it did not want to transfer all decision making away from the state 

and did not want to give complete autonomy to the regions. 

In the context of foreign policy, the SP stated, ‘While global foreign policy must 

remain a national area, the SP is in favour of regions and communities being able to 

exercise their allocated competences internationally.’524 However, SP proposed that 

national government should remain competent in principle with regard to regional 

powers.525 It continued, ‘In the interests of Community competence, we propose 

that the Communities should in principle become competent, provided that they 

first inform the national authorities, the latter being able to intervene only by means 

of a clearly reasoned decision.’526 Thus, the SP supported the idea that regions would 

operate at the international level, but the national government should be informed 

first. Thus, the national government was given a central role even though regions 

could also operate at the global international level. The SP also believed in the role 

of provinces, noting, ‘The SP is convinced that the province as an intermediary can 

play a crucial role in the policies that transcend the municipalities.’527 The provinces 

as the politically active players did lose their powers dramatically after the fourth 

state reform in 1993. This matter is discussed more in section 3.2.3 The fourth state 

reform realises the federal state.  

Overall, according to the party programme, the SP wanted to achieve a more 

democratic state with strong civil rights. It also wanted to reduce bureaucracy. 

However, the SP did state in its party programme that ‘The number of members of 

the Brussels-Capital Council may be reduced. However, a number of seats for the 

Dutch authorities need to be ensured.’528 As we can interpret the last sentence, the 

 
524 Hoewel het globaal buitenlands beleid een nationale materie moet blijven is de SP er voorstander 
van dat gewesten en gemeenschappen ook internationaal de hun toegewezen bevoegdheden moeten 
kunnen uitoefenen. 
525 Daarom stelt de SP voor dat inzake de gewestelijke bevoegdheden de nationale overheid principieel 
bevoegd zou blijven. 
526 Voor de gemeenschapsbevoegdheden stellen wij voor dat de gemeenschappen principieel bevoegd 
zouden worden, mits zij eerst de nationale overheid zouden informeren, waarbij deze laatste enkel kan 
ingrijpen via een duidelijk gemotiveerd besluit. 
527 De SP is ervan overtuigd dat de provincie als intermediair bestuur een cruciale rol kan spelen in het 
beleid dat de gemeenten overstijgt. 
528 Het aantal leden van de Brusselse Hoofdstedelijke Raad kan worden verminderd. Hierbij moeten 
wel een aantal zetels voor Nederlandstaligen gewaarborgd worden. 
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SP also wanted to defend the rights of Dutch-speakers even though its goal was to 

avoid any contradictions between Flanders and Wallonia at the national level. The 

purpose was to concentrate on citizens, but the SP did not want to forget the 

position of the Dutch language. Here it can be seen that the Dutch language and its 

position in Brussels became very important to the Dutch-speaking SP. 

4.1.2.3  Belgian nationality in 1991 

The SP also dealt with Belgian nationality in its political party programme. It 

approached the subject from the perspective of immigrants. The SP’s party 

programme stated that ‘In order for society to live together in a society of different 

cultures, a willingness to integrate minority groups and a willingness to accept the 

majority is necessary.’529 It also suggested that ‘Integration is a process that leads to 

full participation in society without denying its own origin, culture or religion.’530 

However, although the SP did support the idea that one must preserve one’s own 

culture, it also stated in its party programme that people ‘have the duty to respect 

public order and our laws and to know or learn the Dutch language.’531 The SP clearly 

regarded the Dutch language as highly important. In other words, it also wanted to 

preserve its own culture. 

The SP also took a position on Belgian nationality. In its party programme, it 

stated that 
 
With regard to the granting of voting rights, the SP still relies on the position 
of the General Council of December ’89, which states that active and passive 
voting rights must remain linked to nationality, i.e. voting and being elected 
only belong to those citizens who possess Belgian nationality.532 
 
The General Council also spoke in favour of easing access to Belgian 
nationality for the second and third generation. In the meantime, with regard 

 
529 Opdat in een maatschappij mensen van verschillende culturen zouden kunnen samenleven, is een 
bereidheid tot integratie van de minderheidsgroepen en een bereidheid tot acceptatie van de 
meerderheid noodzakelijk. 
530 Integratie is een process dat leidt tot een volwaardig participeren aan de samenleving zonder 
evenwel de eigen afkomst, cultuur of religie te moeten verloochenen. 
531 Anderzijds hebben ze de plicht de openbare orde en onze wetten te respecteren en de Nederlandse 
taal te kennen of aan te leren.  
532 Inzake de toekenning van stemrecht steunt de SP nog steeds op de stellingnamen van de Algemene 
Raad van december '89, waarin gesteld wordt dat actief en passief stemrecht moet gekoppeld blijven 
aan nationaliteit, d.w.z. dat kiezen en verkozen worden enkel die burgers toekomt die de Belgische 
nationaliteit bezitten. 
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to the acquisition of Belgian nationality in the Parliament, a law has been 
voted in favour of a flexible system for the second and third generation, 
putting an end to the very burdensome procedures.533 

 

The SP did want to take a tolerant attitude towards migrants and wanted to 

preserve multiculturalism. The SP also supported the position the General Council 

took, i.e. facilitating access to Belgian nationality, especially in the case of second and 

third generation. However, it also wanted to preserve its own culture, especially the 

Dutch culture and language, referring to the fact that immigrants should learn Dutch. 

4.1.2.4  Dutch culture and linguistic matters in 1991 

The SP regarded the Dutch language as being very important and wanted to preserve 

it. This appears in various places in the party programme and, for example, in the 

context of healthcare for the elderly. In the party programme, the SP stated, ‘The 

Flemish Community should ensure that there is a sufficient supply of Dutch-

language facilities for the elderly in Brussels.’534 The Dutch language was also 

mentioned in reference to education policy: ‘The SP wants to fully respect the 

freedom of school choice and consolidate the quality of Dutch-language education 

in Brussels.’535 It wanted to guarantee that education in Dutch would be of high-

quality in the Brussels area. 

The SP also specifically referenced Flemish culture in its party programme. It 

mentioned all different cultural arts, including music, literature, heritage 

conservation, film policy, media, and sport. In the party programme, the SP stated 

that 
We would like a foundation in Flemish Book Production to be set up, by 
analogy with the Flemish Foundation for Film Production.536 
 

 
533 De Algemene Raad sprak zich tevens uit voorstander te zijn van een versoepeling van de toegang 
tot de Belgische nationaliteit zeker voor de tweede en de derde generatie. Ondertussen werd m.b.t. de 
verwerving van de Belgische nationaliteit in het parlement een wet gestemd die voor de tweede en 
derde generatie een soepel systeem invoert dat een einde stelt aan de erg omslachtige procedures. 
534 De Vlaamse Gemeenschap moet er over waken dat in Brussel een voldoende groot aanbod is van 
Nederlandstalige voorzieningen voor bejaarden. 
535 De SP wil de vrijheid van schoolkeuze ten volle respecteren en de kwaliteit van het Nederlandstalig 
onderwijs in Brussel bestendigen. 
536 Wij wensen dat ook een stichting Vlaamse Boekenproduktie opgezet wordt, naar analogie met de 
Stichting Vlaamse Filmproduktie. 
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However, the SP sees scope to develop the type of agglomeration radio in 
the larger Flemish cities.537 
 
Therefore, in Flanders, we need to create the framework within which all 
media forms can take up a pluralist dimension.538 

 

The SP also took a position on cultural policy in Brussels. According to the 

political party programme, ‘The SP is of the opinion that Brussels deserves an 

additional effort also in the cultural field.’539 The SP continued: ‘Furthermore, the 

network of Dutch-language libraries, cultural centres and youth centres in the 19 

municipalities should be further developed.’540 In the context of this subject, the SP 

also wanted to highlight the importance of the Dutch language stating that ‘they 

should be open not only to the Brussels Flemings but also to the many foreigners in 

the main city.’541 The Dutch language, whether it concerned libraries, cultural 

centres, or youth centres, was seen as important to all people, whether they were 

Belgians or not. The ability to use the Dutch language was seen as the most 

important. 

Regarding sports, the SP emphasised the ‘Flemish country’ by noting, ‘It is, 

therefore, necessary to further develop a regionally coordinated sport structure for 

the whole Flemish country.’542 In conclusion, in the context of cultural matters, 

Flanders was strongly in the forefront. 

4.1.2.5  Foreign policy in 1991 

In its political party programme, the SP stated that ‘the European Community (EC) 

is the core of its foreign policy.’543 However, the SP felt that ‘the deepening of the 

European integration process is far from complete.’544 The SP referred to the culture 

 
537 Daarnaast ziet de SP evenwel ruimte om in de grotere Vlaamse steden het type van 
agglomeratieradio uit te bouwen. 
538 Daarom moeten wij in Vlaanderen het kader creëren waarbinnen zich alle mediavormen in een 
pluralistische dimensie kunnen ontplooien. 
539 De SP is van oordeel dat Brussel ook op cultureel gebied een extra inspanning verdient. 
540 Verder moet het net van Nederlandstalige bibliotheken, culturele centra en jeugdcentra in de 
negentien gemeenten verder uitgebouwd worden. 
541 Dat zij niet enkel moeten openstaan voor de Brusselse Vlamingen, maar ook voor de talrijke 
buitenlanders in de hoofstad. 
542 Daarom moet werk worden gemaakt van de verdere uitbouw van een regionaal gecoördineerde 
sportbegeleidingsstructuur voor het hele Vlaamse land. 
543 Voor de SP is de Europese Gemeenschap (EG) de spil van haar buitenlands beleid. 
544 De verdieping van het Europese integratieprocess is echter nog lang niet voltooid. 
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by declaring that ‘Therefore, the necessary measures should be taken to protect and 

promote the cultural richness and diversity of the EC. In doing so, the SP should 

give due consideration to the ‘regional cultures’ and ‘minority cultures.’’545 Saying 

this, the SP probably wanted to remind people that it did defend Flemish ‘regional’ 

culture. The SP continues, regarding regional issues, by stating, ‘Regional policy aims 

at the equal distribution of wealth across the different regions. Therefore, the 

Flemish regional policy needs to respond appropriately to the opportunities offered 

by the European Structural Funds.’546 Nevertheless, the SP also wanted to 

concentrate on social matters like the equal distribution of wealth between different 

regions. 

However, the EC was not seen as an entirely positive thing, as evidenced by this 

statement: 
 
The SP is not happy with the current practice in Europe. This Europe risks 
becoming more and more a liberal project that does not go far beyond the 
organisation of a single market. Social and fiscal Europe risks falling further 
behind economic Europe. The next government needs to pay more 
attention to the European dimension and should take clear positions on 
further European integration.547  

 

The SP also declared that ‘For the SP, a possible enlargement of the EC should 

not put a brake on the deepening of the integration process.’548 

In the context of defence policy, Belgium as a nation-state, België, is brought up 

continually in the SP party programme. However, cooperating with other European 

countries was important, as the SP stated in the party programme, 
 

 
545 Daarom moeten de nodige maatregelen worden genomen om de culturele rijkdom en 
verscheidenheid van de EG te beschermen en te bevorderen. Hierbij dient voor de SP voldoende 
aandacht te gaan naar de 'regionale culturen' en 'minderheidsculturen’. 
546 Het regionaal beleid is gericht op de gelijke spreiding van de welvaart over de verschillende regio's. 
Daarom moet het Vlaams regionaal beleid gepast inspelen op de mogelijkheden die de Europese 
structuurfondsen bieden. 
547 De SP is niet gelukkig met de huidige gang van zaken in Europa. Dit Europa dreigt meer en meer 
een liberaal project te worden dat niet veel verder reikt dan de organisatie van een eengemaakte markt. 
Het sociaal en fiscaal Europa dreigt steeds meer achterop te raken op het economisch Europa. De 
volgende regering moet meer aandacht hebben voor de Europese dimensie, en moet duidelijke 
standpunten innemen over de verdere Europese integratie. 
548 Voor de SP mag een eventuele uitbreiding van de EG geen rem zetten op de verdieping van het 
integratieprocess. 
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The SP is of the opinion that Belgium should move from an army at war to 
an army at peace. This should be done in consultation and combined with 
the European allies.549 
 
The European Community should focus on strengthening the role of the 
Conference for Security and Cooperation in Europe, which should become 
the main forum for pan-European security.550  

 

Europe and European cooperation were seen highly important, and it definitely 

played a key role in the political party programme of the SP. Finally, Europe was also 

strongly involved in the context of developed countries:  
 
Belgium should play an active role in the context of a European initiative, 
which should be particularly beneficial to the least developed countries.551 

4.1.3 The programme of the Socialist Party in 1995 

The political party programme of 1995 was significant because the federal state of 

Belgium had been created two years earlier. The work had been started on the 

federalisation process over 20 years prior; first with a wide-ranging reform in 1970. 

Finally, with the fourth state reform in 1993, the fully-fledged federal state was 

established. Communities and regions got more competence, and their Parliaments 

were directly elected. Nevertheless, the situation was different from a few years 

earlier when Belgium was not yet a federal state. 

Overall, the party programme concentrated on social matters. According to 

Dandoy, the four principal themes (during the years 1991-1999) in the electoral 

programmes were, in order: Social policy, health, welfare and employment policy552. 

This was precisely the situation in the party programme of 1995. The main focus of 

the programme was indeed on social matters, but there were some additional 

interesting points. The first point, reviewed in the following section, is territorial 

identification. 

 
549 De SP is van oordeel dat België moet overstappen van een leger op oorlogsvoet naar een leger op 
vredesvoet. Dit moet gebeuren in overleg en samenverking met de Europese bondgenoten. 
550 De Europese Gemeenschap moet zich toeleggen op de versterking van de rol van de Conferentie 
voor Veiligheid en Samenverking in Europa, die op termijn het belangrijkste forum moet worden voor 
de Paneuropese veiligheid. 
551 België dient een actieve rol te spelen in het kader van een Europees initiatief, dat vooral aan de 
minst ontwikkelde landen ten goede moet komen. 
552 Dandoy Régis (2011): Le sp.a (Socialistische Partij anders). In Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and 
van Haute Emilie (ed.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles. p. 92. 
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4.1.3.1  Flanders as a part of Belgium 

After Belgium became a federal state, Flanders got more and more political 

autonomy. Flanders as a territorial area was already significant, but as an autonomous 

region, it obtained more power and became closer to the more independent state. 

The SP presented all levels at the beginning of its programme: ‘In the coming years, 

the SP will at all levels — both in the federal, Flemish and Brussels Governments 

and in the European Union — make every effort to achieve four major objectives 

before the beginning of the next century.’553 What is interesting here is the order of 

the levels: first, the federal, then Flanders and Brussels, and lastly, Europe. This also 

indicates the importance of a united Belgium. 

The focus of the SP’s political party programme was Flanders, but Belgium was 

also strongly present. Actually, united Belgium with all its regions was in the 

forefront. When discussing the European Action Plan for employment and social 

cohesion554, the SP states in its party programme that ‘Even if we in Flanders and in 

Belgium . . .’555 What is interesting here is that both Belgium and Flanders are 

mentioned side by side, although the main focus is indeed on Flanders. Wallonia is 

also mentioned: 
 
With regard to the supplementary incomes (which must cover the additional 
costs for those who have children or who must go to the doctor, the 
pharmacist or the hospital), there are distortions that have to do with the 
actions of the doctors, the clinical labs and the hospitals in Wallonia. The 
measures taken by the federal government in recent years have already 
managed to eliminate many abuses.556 
 

The SP wanted to make sure that all kinds of abuses were prevented. 

Belgium was also mentioned in the party programme, especially when referring 

to issues in a bigger, European context: ‘For this reason, the general government 

deficit and government debt pressure must be reduced in a fair way, so that Belgium 

can be part of the first group of countries that will be the European Monetary 

 
553 Tijdens de komende jaren wil de SP op alle vlakken – zowel in de federale, de Vlaamse en de 
Brusselse regering als in de Europese Unie – al het mogelijke doen om vier grote doelstellingen voor 
het begin van de volgende eeuw waar te maken. 
554 Een Europees actieplan voor werk en sociale samenhang. 
555 Zelfs als wij in Vlaanderen en in België… 
556 Bij de aanvullende inkomens (die de bijkomende kosten moeten dekken voor wie kinderen heeft 
of naar de dokter, de apotheker of het ziekenhuis moet gaan) zijn er wel scheeftrekkingen die te maken 
hebben met het doen en laten van de dokters, de klinische labo’s en de ziekenhuizen in Wallonië. De 
maatregelen die de federale regering de laatste jaren heeft genomen, hebben reeds heel wat misbruiken 
weten uit te schakelen. 
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Union.’557 Another context where Belgium was mentioned was the Belgian army 

‘Belgisch leger’ and international cooperation: ‘Africa remains a continent where 

Belgium has an important role to play.’558 Addition to the issues mentioned above, 

Belgium was mentioned when handling the federalisation process and, what is 

interesting, Belgian nationality: ‘The gateway to equal political rights is open to all 

with Belgian nationality. The acquisition of Belgian nationality should, therefore, be 

further relaxed.’559 Therefore, the SP was ready to facilitate obtaining Belgian 

nationality. 

The party programme concentrated mainly on social matters, and, in that way, 

the focus was on micro-level issues. Flanders was naturally at the forefront in these 

circumstances, especially when concentrating on the environment, or culture. The 

party programme stated, ‘The first Flemish environmental report leaves no doubt 

that we must continue with determination on the planned path.’560 There were also 

several references to Flemish schools (Vlaamse scholen) and the Flemish government 

(Vlaamse regering). 

4.1.3.2  Representation of the federalisation process in the political party programme 

The federal state of Belgium was created in 1993. This fourth state reform declared 

that Belgium was now a fully-fledged federal state. Communities and regions got 

more freedom, and their Parliaments were directly elected. The new political culture 

and the federalisation process were also addressed in the political party programme 

of the SP: ‘The first direct elections of the Flemish Parliament are a pivotal moment 

in the history of Flanders.’561 It was clearly a very unique and historical moment to 

have the first elections Flanders could call its own. In that way, the state identity of 

Flanders was strengthened. It was deemed to strengthen and create Flanders’ own 

political history. 

The political party programme also drew attention to the federalisation process: 

 
557 Daarom moeten het overheidstekort en de druk van de overheidsschuld op een rechtvaardige wijze 
verminderd worden, zodat België deel kan uitmaken van de eerste groep landen die de europese 
Muntunie gaan vormen. 
558 Afrika blijft een continent waar België een belangrijke rol te spelen heeft. 
559 De poort naar gelijke politieke rechten staat voor iedereen met de Belgische nationaliteit open. Het 
verkrijgen van de Belgische nationaliteit moet dan ook verder versoepeld worden. 
560 Het eerste Vlaamse milieurapport, laat er geen twijfel over bestaan dat we vastberaden op de 
geplande weg moeten doorgaan. 
561 De eerste rechtstreekse verkiezing van het Vlaams parlement is een scharniermoment in de 
geschiedenis van Vlaanderen.  
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Federalisation should not, however, conflict with solidarity and transparency 
between individuals, over regions and communities. Federalisation is a 
dynamic process.562  

 

Nevertheless, although the SP stated that federalisation was very important to 

Flanders, it also made it clear that it was important to avoid any conflicts between 

regions and communities. Nothing would interfere with this, not even federalisation. 

The SP also emphasised that federalism is also decentralised to the benefit of 

municipalities and provinces, which are closer to the people.563 Finally, the SP found 

that ‘Consultations remain essential also in the federal Belgium.’564 

The SP emphasised, for instance, the role of federal police and the need for a 

federal level in its party programme. It stressed cooperation between different levels: 
 
They need to be addressed nationally and even internationally. This requires 
a federal police…The division of tasks and the coordination between the 
municipal police and the federal police must be set out in a security 
charter.565 

 

The SP also brought up the federalisation of social security: 
 
The debate on the federalisation of social security should be based on a clear 
and objective basis. The rich Flanders cannot escape any form of organised 
solidarity beyond our language borders. But if there are distortions in social 
expenditure unrelated to solidarity, these need to be rectified.566  

 

Thus, the SP proposed that, regarding social security, wealthy Flanders should 

help all of Belgium. The party programme stated, ‘Everything points out that 

replacement benefits (for those who are unemployed, sick, disabled or old) make full 

 
562 De federalisering mag echter niet strijdig zijn met een welbegrepen en doorzichtige solidariteit 
tussen personen, over de regio's en de gemeenschappen heen. Federalisering is een dynamisch process.  
563 Federaliseren is ook decentraliseren ten voordele van de gemeenten en provincies, die dichter bij 
de mensen staan. 
564 Ook in het federale België blijft het overleg essentieel.  
565 Ze moeten nationaal en zelfs internationaal worden aangepakt. Daarvoor is een federale politie 
nodig…De taakverdeling en de coördinatie tussen de gemeentepolitie en de federale politie moeten in 
een veiligheidscharter vastgelegd worden. 
566 Het debat over de federalisering van de sociale zekerheid moet op een nuchtere en objectieve basis 
gevoerd worden. Het rijke Vlaanderen mag zich niet onttrekken aan elke vorm van georganiseerde 
solidariteit die verder reikt dan onze taalgrenzen. Maar als er scheeftrekkingen zijn in de sociale 
uitgaven die niets met solidariteit te maken hebben, dan moeten die rechtgezet worden. 
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use of solidarity between people. Federalisation is not a matter for us there.’567 

Overall, a united Belgium was an important matter also in the context of 

federalisation. 

4.1.3.3  Cultural politics in 1995 

The SP handled culture at quite a universal level in their political party programme 

in 1995. However, some specific points can be highlighted. In its party programme, 

the SP stated that it advocated for i.a. 

Culture and the arts education; caring for our architectural heritage, taking 
into account monuments and protected landscapes, as well as good 
contemporary architecture; space for ‘the Film in Flanders’ Fund, including 
aid for short films, documentaries and animation films; A close international 
cooperation, which is a basic condition for preserving the position of Dutch 
in the European institutions.568 

 

This passage illustrates some of the main cultural elements: language and cultural 

products. The SP believed that these were worth protecting. The position of the 

Dutch language in the European institutions is also brought up. In addition, the SP 

highlighted the role of the Flemish Government, which was seen as an important 

actor in the protection of the culture. 

4.1.3.4  Flanders in the international context 

In this section, I explore the SP’s political party programme and its foreign policy, 

especially European politics. According to the SP, 

European integration resulted in peace, security and prosperity in Western 
Europe . . . Standstill means deterioration. Europe is facing decisive 

 
567 Alles wijst erop dat voor de vervangingsuitkeringen (voor wie werkloos, ziek, gehandicapt of oud 
is) de solidariteit tussen de mensen volop speelt. Federalisering is daar voor ons niet aan de orde. 
568 Culturele en kunstzinnige vorming in het onderwijs; een zorgzame omgang met ons bouwkundig 
erfgoed, waarbij we oog moeten hebben voor monumenten en beschermde landschappen, maar ook 
voor goede eigentijdse architectuur; ruimte voor het Fonds 'Film in Vlaanderen', ook als het om steun 
aan kortfilms, documentaires en animatiefilms gaat; een hechte internationale samenwerking, waarbij 
het behoud van de positie van het Nederlands in de Europese instellingen een elementaire 
basisvoorwaarde is. 
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challenges. This is why we do not argue for less, but for more and a different 
Europe. Not just free trade, but also social and ecological rules.569 

That is why Europe also needs a common foreign policy and a common 
security policy, which is designed to prevent a ‘renaissance of everyone-for-
himself’ of diplomacy within the European Union.570  

 

The SP clearly wanted to strengthen the EU. The SP also emphasised a 

democratic Europe, stating, 

The democratic content of the European Union must be strengthened: A 
fully-fledged European Parliament, a strengthening of the European 
Commission, the abolition of the veto power of governments on the flat rate 
of taxation and social policy and an active exchange between the Federal 
Parliament and the Belgian representation in the Council of the European 
Union.571 

 

The SP highlighted social Europe in particular, declaring, ‘The SP wants to 

further fight for a more social Europe.’572 It continued: 

Europe cannot be an island of prosperity in a sea of unrest and instability. 
This is why we need to answer yes to the question of Central and Eastern 
European countries in order to join the European Union, provided that the 
difficult accumulated European clout and decision making are not broken 
down.573  

The SP also strongly supported cooperation with Eastern European countries 

and Russia by noting, ‘Nationalistic conflicts should not lead again to major military 

 
569 De Europese integratie leverde vrede, veiligheid en welvaart op in West-Europa… Stilstaan 
betekent achteruitgang. Europa staat voor beslissende uitdagingen. Daarom pleiten we niet voor 
minder, maar voor méér en een ander Europa. Niet alleen vrijhandel, maar ook sociale en ecologische 
spelregels. 
570 Daarom ook heeft Europa een gemeenschappelijke buitenlandse politiek en een gemeenschappelijk 
veiligheidsbeleid nodig, die een heropleving van de ieder-voor-zich diplomatie binnen de Europese 
Unie moeten voorkomen. 
571 Het democratisch gehalte van de Europese Unie moet versterkt worden: met een volwaardig 
Europees parlement, een versterking van de Europese Commissie, de afschaffing van het vetorecht 
van regeringen op het vlak van fiscaliteit en sociaal beleid en een actieve wisselwerking tussen het 
federaal parlement en de Belgische vertegenwoordiging in de Europese ministerraden. 
572 De SP wil verder vechten voor een socialer Europa. 
573 Europa kan geen eiland van welvaart zijn in een zee van onrust en instabiliteit. Daarom moeten we 
ja antwoorden op de vraag van Midden- en Oosteuropese landen om aan te sluiten bij de Europese 
Unie, op voorwaarde dat de moeizaam opgebouwde Europese slagkracht en besluitvorming er niet 
door afgebroken worden. 
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risks. This is why close political and economic cooperation is needed with the 

Eastern European countries and with Russia, thus ensuring military security.’574 

The SP also emphasised the role of the United Nations.575 Thus it handled those 

issues at quite a universal level. The SP also placed some emphasis on regional 

cooperation: ‘Regional cooperation — as is the case for the Organisation for Security 

and Cooperation in Europe — should contribute to strengthening the functioning 

of the United Nations.’576 However, the SP also mentioned the Belgian army, 

acknowledging that ‘In order to sustain budgetary constraints, we need a small and 

well-organised army which fits within the framework of a European division of 

labour and defence structures.’577 It suggested that ‘Cooperation between the Belgian 

and Dutch navy is a good example of this.’578 

Africa has traditionally had a very important role in Belgium for obvious historical 

reasons. The SP mentioned this relationship in their party programme, naturally 

placing Belgium in the forefront. It stated, 

The Belgian initiative of November 1994 for refugees in Central Africa is a 
good example for further action by Belgium in Africa: A strong Belgian 
commitment, as an engine for the international community, based on a 
shared responsibility between African and European countries and with the 
explicit aim of preventing new eruptions of violence.579 

Overall, the SP emphasised the role of the EU in its political party programme and 

stood for a more deeply involved Europe. Its goal was a more social Europe. The 

SP also highlighted international cooperation and the role of the United Nations. 

Belgium itself was considered highly important, especially in Africa. The key player 

even in European politics was more Belgium than Flanders, even though Flanders 

was mentioned from time to time together with Belgium. 

 
574 Nationalistische conflicten mogen niet opnieuw uitgroeien tot grote militaire risico's. Daarom is er 
een nauwe politieke en economische samenverking nodig met de Oosteuropese landen en met 
Rusland, waardoor ook de militaire veiligheid kan worden verzekerd. 
575 De rol van de Verenigde Naties moet versterkt worden om conflicten te voorkomen. 
576 Regionale samenwerking – zoals dat het geval is voor de Organisatie voor Veiligheid en 
Samenwerking in Europa – moet de werking van de Verenigde Naties helpen versterken. 
577 Om de budgettaire beperkingen te kunnen volhouden, hebben we een klein en goed georganiseerd 
leger nodig dat past in het kader van een Europese taakverdeling en defensiestructuur.  
578 De samenwerking tussen de Belgische en Nederlandse marine is daar alvast een goed voorbeeld 
van. 
579 Het Belgische initiatief van november 1994 voor de vluchtelingen in Centraal-Afrika, is een goed 
voorbeeld voor het verder optreden van België in Afrika: een sterk Belgisch engagement, als motor 
voor de internationale gemeenschap, gestoeld op een gedeelde verantwoordelijkheid tussen Afrikaanse 
en Europese landen en met als uitdrukkelijk doel nieuwe geweldexplosies te voorkomen. 
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4.1.4 The programme of the sp.a in 2010 

The SP began to pay more attention to employment, purchasing power, income, and 

labour flexibility in the early 1990s. This ideological revival continued around themes 

such as quality of life, energy, and globalisation. The symbol of this ideological shift 

was in the change of name of the party in 2001. The new name, Socialist Party 

Differently (Socialistische Partij anders, sp.a), was a clear reference to the SP while 

introducing the idea of change.580 The sp.a remained a party of power, as evidenced 

by its many contributions to the federal governments. The sp.a was a member of the 

Di Rupo government, formed on 6 December 2011 as well as the current de Croo 

government, formed on 1 October 2020. 

4.1.4.1  Focus on Belgium 

The 2010 political party programme focused strongly on Belgium. There were only 

a few mentions of Flanders. Even subjects that directly related to the context of 

Flanders were linked to Belgium. In its political party programme, the sp.a stated 

that ‘17 percent of children live in poverty in Belgium.’581 Poverty could have been 

a subject that the programme addressed only in the context of Flanders. There were 

some references to the ways in which the Flemish government applied, but the focus 

remained on Belgium and the situation that existed in the country. The party 

programme also referred to Belgium when discussing subjects such as energy or — 

what is more understandable — foreign policy. 

Overall, the political party programme saw Flanders as a part of a larger entity. 

There were few mentions about issues specifically in Flanders; the main 

concentration remained on Belgium and how different aspects affected the whole of 

Belgium. The sp.a stated in its programme that the ‘Our country needs political 

stability and a government that can address people’s concerns.’582 The focus was 

again on the whole country, not only on Flanders. Moreover, the sentence is very 

nationalistic583. Firstly, the use of the phrase ‘our country’ (ons land) clearly 

 
580 Dandoy Régis (2011): Le sp.a (Socialistische Partij anders). In Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and 
van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles. pp. 
85-86. 
581 17 procent van de kinderen in België leeft in armoede. 
582 Ons land heeft nood aan politieke stabiliteit en aan een regering die de problemen van de mensen 
kan aanpakken. 

583 In this context I am referring to Belgian nationalism, which is focused on Belgium – not Flanders 
– as the central entity. 
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demonstrates a Belgium-oriented atmosphere. Secondly, the sentence requires 

political stability, which is naturally very important to any nation-state that wants to 

be coherent and united. The phrases ‘our land’584 and ‘for our whole country’585 were 

repeated throughout the text. Thus, the sp.a’s political party programme in 2010 is 

reminiscent of the SP’s programme in 1970, in which Belgium was also at the 

forefront. The only difference is that, in the 1970s, the party was not yet split. This 

certainly reveals something about the party and how it concentrates on Belgium. 

4.1.4.2  Investing in Belgians 

The party programme did not take a clear stance on whether the federalisation 

process should continue towards confederalism. However, the whole programme 

was very Belgium-centred and, in that way, one could easily assume that the sp.a was 

not in favour of an idea that would lead to a confederation, even to the independence 

of regions. Secondly, the programme supported the new state reform, which would 

strengthen all governments. This means that sp.a stood for a federation with strong 

constituent units and a strong federal government. 

 The programme also strove for the supporting cooperation between federal and 

regional levels. It stated, ‘The federal employment policy will support the initiatives 

developed by the regions through their economic and innovation policies to make 

the transformation into the economy and the industry of the future, through its 

competences.’586 

In the context of climate policy, the sp.a also stood for cooperation: 
 
We provide a good example and show the rest of the world that a forward-
looking climate policy pays off, including in the form of jobs in the green 
economy. We want to make progress. For this reason, the regions and the 
federal government cooperate with a long-term strategy, laid down in a 
climate law.587 

 

 
584 Ons land. 
585 Voor het hele land. 
586 Het federale werkgelegenheidsbeleid zal de initiatieven, die de gewesten via hun economisch en 
innovatiebeleid ontwikkelen om de transformatie te maken naar de economie en de industrie van de 
toekomst, vanuit haar bevoegdheden ondersteunen. 
587 We geven het goede voorbeeld en tonen de rest van de wereld dat een vooruitstrevend klimaatbeleid 
loont, onder meer in de vorm van jobs in de groene economie. We willen vooruitgang boeken. Daarom 
werken de gewesten en de federale overheid samen een doortastende langetermijnstrategie uit, 
vastgelegd in een klimaatwet. 
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The sp.a promised, in the title of its programme, to focus on the systematic 

progression within public service.588 According to the sp.a, the systematic 

improvement of the federal government was at a standstill. It stated, ‘The systematic 

improvement of the federal public sector has stalled.’589 The sp.a presented some 

concerns, referring to the public service in particular. In its party programme, it 

stated that ‘No progress is noticeable. The sterile debate on the number of officials 

has removed the focus of the real commitment: quality of service.’590 In conclusion, 

the sp.a declared, ‘We do not want a new major plan for the improvement of public 

administration, but a systematic application of best practices across all public 

administrations.’591 Evidently, the systematic improvement of public service was one 

of the important issues of the programme. 

Another subject that arose in the political party programme of the sp.a was a 

previously mentioned new state reform. In the programme, the sp.a stated that it 

was for ‘a great state reform.’592 It stated, ‘The state reform we need is a new deal 

between communities, regions and the federal government together, strengthening 

and advancing all governments.’593 It continued by saying, ‘Correct state reform has 

no losers. The entire population is improving. That’s what we go for.’594 The sp.a 

presented its ideas regarding the new state reform, noting that 
 
We are negotiating a social reform that strengthens the social and financial 
capacity of all governments.595 
A state reform with a clear social objective: more resources for the federal 
government that guarantees proper social protection and increased 
competences for communities and regions to better invest in people, 
knowledge and sustainable development.596  

 
588 Naar een systematische vooruitgang binnen de publieke dienstverlening. 
589 De systematische verbetering van de federale overheidsdiensten is stilgevallen. 
590 Er is geen vooruitgang meer merkbaar. Het steriel debat over het aantal ambtenaren heeft de 
aandacht weggetrokken van de echte inzet: de kwaliteit van de dienstverlening. 
591 Wij willen geen nieuw groot plan voor de verbetering van de overheidsdiensten, maar een 
systematische toepassing van de beste praktijken in alle overheidsdiensten.  
592 Sp.a gaat voor een grote staatshervorming.  
593 De staatshervorming die we nodig hebben, is een ‘new deal’ tussen gemeenschappen, gewesten en 
de federale overheid samen, waarbij alle overheden versterkt worden en vooruit gaan. 
594 Een correcte staatshervorming kent geen verliezers. De gehele bevolking gaat erbij vooruit. Daar 
gaan we voor. 
595 We onderhandelen een sociale staatshervorming, die de sociale en financiële slagkracht van alle 
overheden versterkt. 
596 Een staatshervorming met een duidelijke sociale doelstelling: meer middelen voor de federale 
overheid die garant staat voor een degelijke sociale bescherming en meer bevoegdheden voor de 
gemeenschappen en gewesten om beter te kunnen investeren in mensen, kennis en duurzame 
ontwikkeling. 
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The sp.a also referred to the tasks of the regions and communities, stating in its 

programme, ‘We want to encourage regions and communities to be more effective 

and efficient by means of result-related impulse financing.’597 The sp.a also voiced its 

concerns regarding Brussels by noting, ‘Extra money for Brussels is necessary to 

cope with the demographic explosion, in order to increase the level of education, 

employment, strengthening security but only on the condition that Brussels achieves 

effective results and simplifies the internal administrative organisation.’598 In the final 

points of the programme, the sp.a emphasised the regions by stating, ‘We argue for 

the abolition of the Senate as a permanent institution and replace it by a joint 

assembly, representing the regions and communities…’599 

Although the sp.a stated that the regions and communities should be more 

effective and have more power, it approached the subject from a Belgium-oriented 

standpoint. The sp.a took the whole of Belgium into account, not only Flanders. It 

even mentioned that the proposed new state reform would strengthen all 

governments and be a good thing for all Belgians. In the sp.a’s words, it was investing 

in people, the Belgians. 

4.1.4.3  Cultural and educational politics 

The sp.a handled cultural politics briefly in its political party programme. Mainly, it 

concentrated on education, more precisely, science policy. In the programme, the 

sp.a stated that ‘it is necessary that scientific policy supports to a maximum extent 

the regions and communities in their innovation and research policies, mobilising all 

its instruments.’600 In addition, it believed that ‘A stronger representation of the 

regions in the Federal Science Policy Office is indispensable for proper coordination 

between the policy levels.’601 Thus, sp.a felt that it was important to work together 

between different levels. However, in its party programme, the sp.a stated that 

 
597 De gewesten en gemeenschappen willen we daarbij meer aanzetten tot effectiviteit en efficiëntie 
door een resultaatgebonden impulsfinanciering. 
598 Extra geld voor Brussel is noodzakelijk om de demografische explosie op te vangen, om het 
opleidingsniveau, de werkgelegenheid, de veiligheid te versterken maar kan enkel op voorwaarde dat 
Brussel effectief resultaten behaalt en de interne bestuurlijke organisatie vereenvoudigt. 
599 We pleiten voor de afschaffing van de Senaat als permanente instelling en vervangen haar door een 
paritaire assemblee, die de gewesten en gemeenschappen vertegenwoordigt… 
600 Daarnaast is het nodig dat het wetenschapsbeleid de gewesten en de gemeenschappen maximaal 
ondersteunt in hun innovatie- en onderzoeksbeleid, door al haar instrumenten hiervoor te mobiliseren.  
601 Een sterkere vertegenwoordiging van de gewesten in de federale raad voor wetenschapsbeleid is 
onontbeerlijk voor een goede afstemming tussen de beleidsniveaus. 
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The federal and (bi) cultural institutions play an important role in cultural, 
scientific and educational innovation.602 

They together play an important economic role in the creative industry’s 
progress and as a lever for research and development.603  

 

Here, the sp.a again emphasised the effort that the ‘whole of Belgium’ can make 

at different levels. Consultation and coordination are the key to how things could be 

better. 

Sp.a did not concentrate on other cultural subjects, like language or media, in the 

political party programme. As stated above, the focus was on Belgium as a federal, 

but united, state. It did not emphasise on Flanders either, which indeed deserves 

some attention. However, one reference to Flanders in the context of education or 

culture was when the party programme stated that ‘Science is for the people. Because 

innovation creates additional jobs for many Flemish families.’604 In summary, the 

only real focus was on the whole of Belgium and the Belgian people. 

4.1.4.4  Foreign policy in the party programme of 2010 

The sp.a concentrated a lot on the development cooperation in foreign policy. The 

situation in Afghanistan and Congo was also mentioned. Additionally, the sp.a 

supported international peace and construction. The EU presidency was also 

mentioned briefly. The whole section was written from a Belgian point of view, and 

there was no focus on Flanders. Belgium, as a nation-state, was strongly represented. 

Referring to development cooperation in its party programme, sp.a stated, ‘We 

have a long-term vision for the future of Belgium’s Development Cooperation.’605 

It continued: ‘Social and environmental standards in general, and valuable work in 

particular, are at the heart of Belgian foreign and development policies.’606 In this 

context, Belgium was represented as a developed European country and a 

responsible nation-state, which is an important part of the solution. 

 
602 De federale en (bi)culturele instellingen spelen een belangrijke rol bij culturele,wetenschappelijke 
en educatieve innovatie. 
603 Ze vervullen samen een belangrijke economische rol in de vooruitgang van de creative industrie en 
als hefboom voor onderzoek en ontwikkeling. 
604 Wetenschap is er voor de mensen. Want innovatie zorgt voor extra jobs voor vele Vlaamse 
gezinnen. 
605 We werken een lange termijn toekomstvisie uit op de Belgische ontwikkelingssamenwerking. 
606 Sociale en milieunormen in het algemeen, en waardig werk in het bijzonder, geven we een centrale 
plaats binnen het Belgisch buitenlands- en ontwikkelingsbeleid. 
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The sp.a continued the political party programme in a very nationalistic spirit. 

When referring to Afghanistan, it stated that ‘The only sustainable long-term 

solution is a comprehensive political settlement agreed within the UN framework. 

Our country is calling for this strategy to change actively in various international 

fora.’607 The sp.a then addressed the situation in Congo: ‘We are stepping up 

diplomatic initiatives to ensure that war criminals are correctly punished in 

accordance with international law. The King gave a strong message during his visit 

to Congo in June…’608. It is interesting that the sp.a mentioned the king in the 

programme. The king is by undoubtedly a significant symbol of the Kingdom of 

Belgium. Saukkonen founds that looking at the people as a community based on a 

sense of cohesion and maintained by the community, and individual’s identification 

with the nation-state and its symbols is essential609. Symbols are something that 

people identify with easily. 

As mentioned earlier, the sp.a also supported the future of the Belgian army and, 

more widely, international peace construction. In its party programme, it stated that 

‘Participating in foreign operations is the core of our army.’610 It added that ‘Our 

priority is in the case of contracts where we act as a small army, and operations under 

UN or EU leadership.’611 The sp.a maintained a nationalistic spirit by highlighting 

the ‘us feeling,’ noting, 
 
We are going for a high degree of specialisation in the framework of a 
European Security and Defence Policy…The Lisbon Treaty makes it 
possible to participate in permanent structured cooperation. Our country is 
not allowed to miss out on this boat and participates in it on the basis of 
realistic criteria.612 

 

 
607 De enige duurzame lange termijnoplossing is een in VN-kader bedongen brede politieke regeling. 
Ons land bepleit deze strategiewissel actief op diverse internationale fora. 
608 We ondernemen meer diplomatieke initiatieven opdat oorlogsmisdadigers correct bestraft worden 
conform het internationale recht. De koning vertolkt tijdens zijn bezoek aan Congo in juni een 
krachtige boodschap… 
609 Saukkonen Pasi (1999): Suomi, Alankomaat ja kansallisvaltion identiteettipolitiikka. Kirjapaino 
Raamattutalo Oy, Pieksämäki. p. 56. 
610 Deelnemen aan buitenlandse operaties is de kerntaak van ons leger. 
611 Onze prioriteit ligt bij opdrachten waar we als klein leger bewezen degelijkheid in hebben, en 
operaties onder VN- of EU-leiding. 
612 We gaan voor een verregaande specialisatie in het kader van een Europees veiligheids- en 
defensiebeleid… Met het verdrag van Lissabon is er de mogelijkheid om deel te nemen aan permanent 
gestructureerde samenwerking. Ons land mag deze boot niet missen en participeert hieraan op basis 
van realistische criteria. 
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The sp.a stressed that Belgium, although it had a small army and was a small 

country, should attend and cooperate with other countries and in this way give its 

input on important matters. Finally, the sp.a stated that, in the context of a nuclear 

weapon-free world, ‘We develop a strategy for the Belgian contribution at 

international fora. Our country is hereby setting out a forward-looking timetable for 

a nuclear weapon-free world...’613 In this context, the sp.a again put focus on 

Belgium, saying ‘our country,’ ‘ons land’. 

Finally, the sp.a expressed a stance on the EU presidency. However, the sp.a 

concentrated mainly on social matters like employment, poverty reduction, and the 

transition to a sustainable economy built on a fair financial and economic system. It 

stated that ‘New visions for the future of the EU aim to further develop our 

European social model, which puts people’s well-being at heart.’614 Finally, the sp.a 

emphasised social matters once more: ‘The reform of the European budget should 

lead to increased resources for building our European social model, innovation and 

sustainability.’615 

The political party programme in 2010 concentrated strongly on Belgium. The 

whole of Belgium was taken into account in the context of many issues. Flanders 

was also noted, but the main focus was on a united Belgium. The cooperation 

between different levels was highlighted. In short, there was a period when Flanders 

was the focus in the 1990s, but even then Belgium played a big role in the arena 

despite being relegated to the background for a short period of time. 

4.2 Towards a Confederal Belgium: Analysing the Programmes 
of the Christian Democratic Parties 

4.2.1 The programme of the Christian People’s Party in 1971 

During the 1960s, the Flemish Movement gained ground and eventually found its 

way within the CVP. Internal tensions were growing due to communitarian issues 

but also because of tensions surrounding the future of the Catholic University of 

 
613 We ontwikkelen een strategie voor de Belgische bijdrage op internationale fora. Ons land zet hierbij 
in op een vooruitstrevend tijdschema naar een kernwapenvrije wereld…. 

614 Nieuwe toekomststrategieën voor de EU zijn gericht op de verdere uitbouw van ons Europees 
sociaal model, dat het welzijn van de mensen centraal stelt. 

615 De hervorming van het Europese budget moet leiden tot meer middelen voor de uitbouw van ons 
Europees sociaal model, innovatie en duurzaamheid. 
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Louvain616. This was too much at the party level. In February 1968, the party split 

into two: the Flemish Christian People’s Party (Christelijke Volkspartij, CVP) and 

the francophone Christian Social Party (Parti Social Chrétien, PSC). The 

independence of the CVP was confirmed in 1969, but it was not until in 1972 that 

the divorce was finalized. The 1971 elections resulted in a new settlement, but it was 

not until in the end of the 1970s that the party returned to its former success.617 

However, the party played a crucial role in government coalitions, sometimes 

forming a centre-left, sometimes a centre-right government.618 Thus, in 1971, the 

party had just split, even though it was not yet finalized. 

4.2.1.1 Ons land, België — Our land, Belgium 

The CVP’s political party programme was very Belgium-oriented in 1971. There was 

no mention of Flanders but several mentions of Belgium. There were also a lot of 

references to ons land (our land). This reference could be to the area of Flanders, but, 

in many cases, the exact phrase was in het hele land (the whole land), which likely 

means the whole country, Belgium. In the CVP’s party programme, Belgium was 

clearly seen as a unitary state. This can be partially explained by the fact that the two 

regions, Flanders and Wallonia, were not established until 1980. However, Flanders 

did exist at the time as there had been a lot of manifestations of Flanders throughout 

history, for example, the Flemish Movement. So, it would have been possible to 

mention Flanders in the party programme. 

Although Belgium was seen as a unitary state, there was still a strong emphasis 

on more autonomous politics at the regional level. According to the CVP’s party 

programme, it was necessary to establish new regional agencies. Achieving 

autonomous cultural politics was also seen as important (as discussed in more detail 

later in this chapter). Regional issues, as well as elaboration on regional expansion, 

was seen as significant in the CVP’s 1971 party programme. Fully-fledged 

administrative decentralisation to the provincial and local level was also seen as 

extremely necessary. Although Flanders was not mentioned in the programme in a 

literal sense, clearly there was still a very strong and obvious regional dimension to 

the programme. The region, Flanders, was seen as a major player in the field of 

 
616 It had caused the fall of the government. 
617 Van Haute Emilie (2011): Le CD&V (Christen-Democratisch & Vlaams). In Delwit Pascal, Pilet 
Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de 
Bruxelles, Bruxelles. pp. 38-39. 
618 Ibid. 
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internal politics, and it was clear that it would be necessary to transfer more power 

to the regional level. 

4.2.1.2  Towards a more modern state 

In its 1971 political party programme, the CVP demanded changes to the current 

situation in favour of a more modern state, meaning a more decentralised state. In 

the party programme, the CVP declared, that the constitutional review laid the 

foundations for a modern state. It continued that the new institutions must now 

work.619 In this context, the programme demanded more autonomy, especially for 

cultural policy. The programme presented autonomous cultural policy, including 

issuing of the decrees creating the communities’ own cultural policy620 and own 

cultural budgets, financing integral education and culture…621 In the following 

section, cultural politics are explored in greater detail. However, it is that 

autonomous cultural policy was very important, and reforms crucial. 

In the context of a more modern state, the CVP also proposed continued 

economic decentralisation, which would include Regional Economic Councils with 

active participation in regional planning. Moreover, it would contain the 

establishment of the Regional Development Companies for the stimulation and 

development of the regional expansion.622 As mentioned above, the CVP also 

demanded the full administrative decentralisation to the provincial and local level. 

According to CVP what can be decided in the one place should be handled in the 

same place, i.e. relaxation of the guardianship by the higher government.623 In 

comparison, at the local level, the CVP strongly encouraged merger of municipalities 

and development of agglomerations and federations of municipalities for 1976.624 

Thus, at the beginning of 1970s, the CVP saw decentralisation as a good solution 

to administrative problems and wanted to develop it further. According to the party 

 
619 De grondwetsherziening heeft de basis gelegd voor een moderne Staat. De nieuwe instellingen 
moeten nu aan het werk!  
620 Uitvaardigen van decreten tot verwezenlijking van het eigen cultuurbeleid van de gemeenschappen. 
621 Eigen culturele begrotingen, tot financiering van een integraal onderwijs- en cultuurbeleid… 
622 Doorgezette economische decentralisatie: Gewestelijke Economische Raden met actieve 
participatie aan de gewestelijke planning; oprichting van de Gewestelijke 
Ontwikkelingsmaatschappijen voor de stimulering en uitwerking van de regionale expansie. 
623 Volwaardige administratieve decentralisatie naar het provinciale en lokale vlak: wat ter plaatse kan 
beslist worden, wordt ter plaatse afgehandeld: versoepeling van de voogdij door de hogere overheid. 
624 Efficiënte instellingen op het lokale vlak: sterk doorgedreven fusie van de gemeenten; uitbouw van 
de agglomeraties en federaties van gemeenten voor 1976. 
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programme, it also wanted more power at the provincial level. According to the 

CVP, ‘The administration must become a genuine ‘service’ for the community.’625 

4.2.1.3  Cultural politics in 1971 

Education and Dutch culture626 played a significant role in the CVP’s political party 

programme in 1971. It became clear that it was extremely important to promote 

Dutch culture in Belgium. Education and culture even received a separate five-page 

programme in the CVP’s political party programme. According to the programme, 

‘The C.V.P. wants to make use of cultural autonomy to turn cultural policy into an 

active policy of socio-cultural participation and a policy of lifelong learning for 

adults.’627 The CVP emphasised the importance of education by noting, ‘This cultural 

policy starts in education.’628 It declared, among other things, that ‘In the context of 

this renewed cultural policy, the existing education of young people is being extended 

to adulthood through a diverse system of permanent education for adults and 

through support for meaningful cultural leisure activities.’629 It was clear they now 

had renewed cultural policy in Belgium. They had the ability to decide how to 

promote their own Dutch culture. 

The CVP proposed several methods of improving Dutch culture. It clearly had a 

very broad and effective means of promoting Dutch culture in society. As stated in 

the party programme, a progressive cultural policy should be involved in the total 

welfare programme. According to CVP culture determines the quality of life and is 

the engine of a sustainable societal renewal.630 

According to the party programme, the CVP firstly planned to draw up a 5-year 

cultural plan for both the state and the provinces and municipalities.631 The CVP also 

suggested a legal and compulsory character of the support scheme for cultural 

 
625 De administratie moet een werkelijke ’dienst’ worden voor de gemeenschap. 

626 Nederlandse cultuur. 
627 De C.V.P. wil de culturele autonomie benutten om bij prioriteit het cultuurbeleid om te buigen naar 
een actieve politiek van socio-culturele participatie en een politiek van permanente opvoeding voor 
volwassenen. 
628 Dit cultuurbeleid vangt aan in het onderwijs. 
629 Dat in het raam van dit vernieuwd cultuurbeleid het bestaande onderwijs van jongeren wordt 
doorgetrokken naar het volwassen leven door een gevarieerd stelsel van permanente vorming voor 
volwassenen en door de steun aan zinvolle culturele vrijetijdsbesteding. 
630 Een vooruitstrevende cultuurpolitiek moet ingeschakeld worden in het totale welzijnsprogramma: 
de cultuur bepaalt immers de kwaliteit van het bestaan en is de motor van een bestendige maatschappij-
vernieuwing. 
631 Het opstellen van een 5-jaarlijks cultuurplan, dat zowel betrekking heeft op de staat, als op de 
provincies en de gemeenten. 
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care.632 In addition, it saw, that, there should be a fixed financial resources for cultural 

promotion in national, provincial and municipal budgets.633 In the programme the 

CVP was also desiring an expansion of the financial resources of the Regional 

Parliamentary Cultural Councils.634 Finally, the CVP presented a major educational 

goal: 
The C.V.P. wants to create within a shortest possible timeframe a second 
educational television. In this context, it calls for the establishment of an 
‘open university’ for adults in an appropriate body and financial means for 
the dissemination and use of new audiovisual equipment and methodologies 
in the programmes of training, continuous education and culture 
spreading.635 

 

In its party programme, the CVP clearly emphasised its own Dutch culture, but 

also the cooperation with the Netherlands. It, for instance, advocated for ‘the 

foundation of a “Common Academy for the Dutch Language and Culture” between 

Belgium and the Netherlands.’636 The programme even mentioned the desire to 

create a general agreement on the spelling of the Dutch language together with the 

Netherlands.637 The CVP also wished for ‘the reciprocal reception option of the 

T.V.-chains of B.R.T.638 and N.O.S.639…’640 

However, interestingly, at the end of the cultural programme, there is one page 

describing a common cultural programme shared by the CVP and PSC.641 According 

to the programme, the CVP–PSC wishes to ‘ensure a permanent exchange of cultural 

activities between the cultural communities within the framework of the 

 
632 De subsidieregeling voor de cultuurzorg moet een wettelijk en verplicht karakter krijgen. 
633 In de nationale, provinciale en gemeentelijke begrotingen moeten er vaste financiële middelen 
voorzien worden voor de cultuurbevordering, zoals vastgelegd in het cultuurplan. 
634 Uitbreiding van de financiële middelen van de regionale parlementaire cultuurraden, andere dan 
door de nationale overheid ter beschikking gestelde dotaties. 
635 De C.V.P. wil op de kortst mogelijke tijd de oprichting van een tweede educatief televisienet tot 
stand brengen. Zij wenst in dat raam de oprichting van een ‘open universiteit’ voor volwassenen in 
een daartoe aangepast orgaan en financiële middelen tot verbreiding en inschakeling van de nieuwe 
audiovisuele apparaten en methodieken in de programma’s van bijscholing, permanente opvoeding en 
cultuurspreiding. 
636 Zij staat de oprichting voor van een ’Gemeenschappelijke Akademie voor de Nederlandse taal en 
cultuur’ tussen België en Nederland. 
637 Zij wenst samen met Nederland eens en voor goed één algemeen akkoord over de spelling van de 
Nederlandse taal tot stand te brengen. 

638 Belgische Radio- en Televisieomroep. 

639 Nederlandse Omroep Stichting. 
640 De C.V.P. wenst de wederzijdse ontvangstmogelijkheid van de T.V.-ketens van B.R.T. en N.O.S… 
641 Parti social chrétien is the Christian democratic French-speaking political party in Belgium. 
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autonomous cultural policy.’642 It also expressed a desire that in the capital of 

Belgium, Brussels, national cultures could meet permanently equal.643 The 

programme continues, that the scientific and cultural institutions of the capital will 

be at the service of the two communities, and the staff of these scientific institutions 

will be divided.644 Clearly, this was an important but difficult task to achieve because, 

firstly, Brussels was the capital, and secondly, Brussels was mainly French-speaking. 

But above all, Brussels was also the capital for Flemish-speaking Belgians; therefore, 

it was important to promote Dutch culture in the capital. 

4.2.1.4  Belgian foreign policy and the role of the European Community 

The CVP’s political party programme of 1971 stated many important things about 

Belgian foreign policy. In general, the CVP found that it was extremely important to 

achieve new stages in the development of a highly integrated economic and political 

Europe. Accordingly, this united Europe was seen as very special, and it became 

clear that the only goal was a more united Europe. In its party programme, the CVP 

stated, ‘The following years will, therefore, be of decisive importance: together with 

the Christian Democrats and the other progressive parties in our partner countries, 

we will develop new stages in the development of a highly integrated economic and 

political Europe.’645 

However, in the list of major issues concerning foreign politics, the CVP’s first 

concern was the development of the Benelux countries. Nevertheless, the 

continuation of monetary cooperation between the three Benelux countries was 

considered extremely important as the core of and test for European monetary 

unification.646 The CVP was anxious to support a more united Europe. 

 
642 De CVP/PSC wenst in het raam van de autonome cultuurpolitiek een permanente uitwisseling van 
culturele aktiviteiten tussen de 2 cultuur gemeenschappen te verzekeren. 
643 Zij wensen dat in hoofdstad Brussel de nationale culturen elkaar blijvend op voet van gelijkheid 
kunnen ontmoeten. 
644 Het patrimonium van de wetenschappelijke en culturele instellingen van de hoofdstad zal ten 
dienste staan van de beide gemeenschappen, en het personeel van deze wetenschappelijke instellingen 
zal worden gesplitst. 
645 De volgende jaren zullen daarom van beslissende betekenis zijn: samen met de christen-democraten 
en de andere progressistische partijen in onze partnerlanden, zullen wij nieuwe etappes verwezenlijken 
in de uitbouw van een sterk geintegreerd economisch en politiek Europa. 
646 Voortzetting van de monetaire samenwerking tussen de drie Benelux-landen als de kern en 
proefbank voor de Europese monetaire eenmaking. 
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In its political party programme, the CVP also considered that economic Europe 

had to expand to social and regional Europe.647 It continued: 
 
Harmonisation of social policies. Cooperation on issues that cannot be 
solved effectively at the national level, such as environmental protection, 
integration of foreigners, combating international gangism and drug 
trafficking, etc.648  

 

What is interesting in the context of this dissertation is that the CVP also took a 

stance on regional Europe. According to the party programme, the harmonious 

development of all regions is not only a national but also a European objective. 

Moreover, CVP continues, that the solidarity between rich and poor regions must 

be reflected in the common funding of development and reconversion plans at the 

European level.649 Thus, the CVP approached regional issues and emphasised the 

importance of regions at the European level. 

In its party programme, the CVP also stated, that the economic integration must 

be the culmination of political integration. CVP noted, that to this end, the existing 

institutions need to be strengthened, and their functioning improved.650 The 

broadening of the community was seen as an extremely momentous task. The 

programme also emphasised that the accession of new States must not lead to 

erosion of the work already achieved. On the contrary, broadening and strengthening 

must go hand in hand with the inclusion of the candidate for the European ideal of 

economic and political integration.651 

Nevertheless, the CVP held that European unification was highly important at 

the political level. It was seen as a vital task to deepen European cooperation on 

many levels. In its party programme, the CVP declared that it wanted to build a 

stronger Europe, not just as an end in itself, but because it wants Europe to 

cooperate in the understanding between peoples, peace and security. In addition, 

CVP wanted to achieve greater justice in the world by an active policy of 

 
647 Het economisch Europa moet worden verruimd tot een sociaal en regionaal Europa. 
648 Harmonisering van het sociaal beleid. Samenwerking voor de problemen die op nationaal vlak niet 
doelmatig kunnen worden opgelost, zoals milieubescherming, integratie van vreemdelingen, strijd 
tegen internationaal gangsterisme en drugs-handel, enz. 
649 De harmonische ontwikkeling van alle gewesten is niet alleen een nationaal, maar ook een Europees 
objectief: de solidariteit tussen rijke en arme gewesten moet haar uitdrukking vinden in de 
gemeenschappelijke financiering van ontwikkelings- en reconversieplannen op Europees vlak. 
650 De economische integratie moet worden bekroond door de politieke eenmaking: daartoe moeten 
de bestaande instellingen worden versterkt en moet hun werking worden verbeterd. 
651 De toetreding van nieuwe staten mag niet leiden tot een uitholling van de reeds bereikte eenmaking: 
verruiming en versteviging moeten samengaan, wat insluit dat de kandidaat-leden het Europees ideaal 
van economische en politieke eenmaking mede moeten tot stand brengen. 
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development cooperation.652 The CVP stated that it advocated peace in the world 

by ‘building a coherent European and global security system.’653 The CVP 

concentrated heavily on Europe and approached global issues always from a 

European perspective. 

The CVP stated in its defence policy that ‘Belgium remains faithful to its 

international commitments…’654 It also demonstrated that the efforts to establish a 

limited modern army must be continued.655 What is remarkable in the programme is 

that the CVP used the words België and ons land when referring to its defence policy. 

The defence policy included the whole of Belgium and not just select parts. Also 

referring to ‘our country’ and its army was very nationalistic: it was considered 

important for Belgians to defend their nation with a modern army of their own. 

Clearly, the CVP’s defence policy was seen in the context of the nation-state, the 

whole of Belgium. 

For the CVP, the development cooperation was extremely important and was 

given a lot of space in the political party programme. The CVP did consider 

development cooperation as an essential dimension of its programme and of a 

political, which requires the commitment of the nation.656 The CVP mentioned in 

its programme that ‘A lot of in-depth reforms have to be made, not only in the 

developing countries but also in the international community, in Europe and in our 

own country.’657 This expression was very nationalistic. It was made clear that 

Belgium was ‘our own country.’ 

Generally, the political party programme of the CVP in 1971 was very Belgium-

oriented. The discourse always focused on Belgium and not Flanders. However, the 

regionalisation was found pivotal and it was obvious that powers should be 

transferred to the regional level. Administrative and economic decentralisation was 

also seen as very important. There were also some strong references to Flemish 

identity. The programme emphasised that it was extremely important to protect and 

cultivate the Dutch culture. The autonomous cultural policy received a lot of space 

 
652 Wij willen een versterkt Europa opbouwen, niet als een doel op zichzelf, maar omdat wij door 
Europa willen medewerken aan de verstandhouding tussen de volkeren, aan de vrede en de veiligheid, 
aan de verwezenlijking van een grotere rechtvaardigheid in de wereld door een actieve politiek van 
ontwikkelingssamenwerking. 
653 Uitbouw van een coherent Europees en mondiaal veiligheidssysteem. 
654 België blijft trouw aan zijn internationale verbintenissen… 
655 Voortzetting van de inspanningen voor het tot stand brengen van een beperkt, modern leger. 
656 Wij beschouwen de ontwikkelingssamenverking als een essentiële dimensie van ons programma en 
van een politiek, die de inzet vergt van gans de natie. 
657 Diepgaande hervormingen zijn nodig, niet alleen in de ontwikkelingslanden zelf, maar ook in de 
internationale gemeenschap, in Europa en in ons eigen land. 
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in the party programme, and it became clear how important cultural autonomy and 

especially the status of Dutch culture in Belgium was.  

Overall, the political party programme of the CVP at the beginning of the 1970s 

is a good example of a state-wide party that gradually started to emphasise 

community and regional issues.658 Certainly, regional matters were in the spotlight of 

the other parties’ programmes, especially the programmes of regionalist parties. The 

CVP had to answer to this challenge — or even this threat. 

4.2.2 The programme of the Christian People’s Party in 1991 

Before Belgium became a federal state, the CVP faced some difficult times in the 

1980s. There were many socioeconomic as well as philosophical issues. In addition, 

there were also clear tensions between the ACW659 and the governments of the 

Christian Democrats. The 1981 elections were catastrophic for the CVP, its worst 

result since 1945. The party recovered slightly in 1985 but lost voters again in 1987. 

In 1991, the CVP reached a new historic threshold with its lowest result.660 On 

election day, 1991 — Black Sunday — the radical right party Vlaams Blok gained 

surprisingly good results as the two largest party families in Belgium — the Christian 

Democrats and Socialists — suffered a major loss. However, these two parties still 

had the majority of the seats in federal Parliament and eventually, formed a new 

government.661 

4.2.2.1  Met Vlaanderen gaat het goed, dank u — It goes well in Flanders, thank you 

In 1991, the CVP’s political party programme was very different than it had been in 

1970. Firstly, there was one obvious change in appearance: the CVP tried to make it 

more entertaining, filling it with different illustrations and even cartoons. Secondly, 

the most significant change compared to the 1970 platform was that, in 1991, 

 
658 See 2.3.2.3 The territorialisation of state-wide parties. 
659 Algemeen Christelijk Werknemersverbond was the umbrella organization of Christian Workers 
Organizations until 2014.  
660 Van Haute Emilie (2011): Le CD&V (Christen-Democratisch & Vlaams). In Delwit Pascal, Pilet 
Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de 
Bruxelles, Bruxelles. p. 39.  
661 Deschouwer Kris (2017): The many gaps in Belgian politics. In Deschouwer Kris (ed.): Mind the 
Gap. Political participation and representation in Belgium. Rowman & Littlefield International Ltd, 
London. p.1. 
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Flanders was dominant in relation to Belgium. Even the title of the programme, ‘It 

goes well in Flanders,’662 was very Flemish. It was very clear that the party 

programme concentrated on Flanders. However, Belgium was also mentioned, for 

example, when talking about traffic or migrants. But, in general, the party 

programme concentrated on Flanders, as was clear even in the introduction, written 

by chairman Herman Van Rompuy: ‘The foreign tourist in our country sees it: 

Flanders and Belgium are among the ten most prosperous countries in the world.’663 

What is the most interesting in this sentence is the word order: Flanders is mentioned 

first and then Belgium but also the fact that they are described equally countries. Not 

as Belgium being the country and Flanders being part of that country. Flanders is 

even given priority in relation to Belgium and purposely described here as its own 

country. 

In the CVP’s political party programme in 1991, it was also clear that it was 

extremely important to have extensive federalism. This was demonstrated in the text 

very distinctly: ‘We want to create advanced federalism in Belgium. More powers, 

including on health care, should go to Flanders: Flanders should be able to choose 

its Parliament directly and act internationally. Regions and communities must bear 

their financial and fiscal responsibility themselves.’664 Clearly, the atmosphere was 

very Flemish. It was made clear that Flanders should have more power and more 

decision-making ability. The country was soon to be a federalist state, as seen clearly 

in the programme. There was indeed a strong regionalist approach in the 

programme. 

In the 1991 programme, the relationship with French-speaking people was also 

shown. They were mentioned in a negative way, perhaps even in mockery. This 

mockery of francophones was expressed in a cartoon that concerned the rights and 

obligations of migrants and political refugees. The caption read, ‘In Belgium, 

everyone should be equal before the law. The foreign nationals and even the 

francophones.’665 The cartoon made it clear that francophones were somehow 

comparable to the strangers. This was not mentioned in the text, but the message 

was still obvious: Francophones were far away from Flemish-speaking people. 

 
662 Met Vlaanderen gaat het goed. 
663 De buitenlandse toerist in ons land ziet het: Vlaanderen en België behoren tot de tien meest 
welvarende landen van de wereld. 
664 Wij willen in België een doorgedreven federalisme tot stand brengen. Meer bevoegdheden, onder 
meer inzake gezondheidszorg, moeten naar Vlaanderen gaan: Vlaanderen moet zijn parlement 
rechtstreeks kunnen kiezen en internationaal kunnen optreden. De gewesten en gemeenschappen 
moeten hun financiële en fiskale verantwoordelijkheid zelf dragen. 
665 In België moet iedereen gelijk zijn voor de wet. Ook de vreemdelingen en zelfs de francofonen. 
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Even though the cartoon did not mention Walloons and was said in a sarcastic 

way, the distinction between Flemish- and French-speaking people was made very 

explicit. This also reflected Flemish attitudes towards French-speaking people and 

the fact that equality between them has not always been self-evident. Perhaps, this 

reveals something about the political climate at the beginning of the 1990s. Belgium 

was splitting into federated entities, and the CVP wanted to concentrate on regions 

and beyond by focusing on separating Flemish-speaking people from French-

speaking people. This is a clear sign that conversations in 1991 were regionalist in 

nature, and tensions were real. The growing regionalism also demanded that the CVP 

focuses more on regionalist issues. 

4.2.2.2  Cultural politics in 1991 

Concerning Dutch culture and education, the 1991 party programme was moderate. 

However, it should be noted that after the 1970s, the three communities were 

established and given the right to decide cultural matters. Taking these facts into 

account, there was not the same need to demonstrate Dutch culture in 1991 that 

there had been in the 1970s because the Flemish people already had cultural 

autonomy. Overall, the issues concerning culture and education were mainly handled 

generally without any specific concentration on Dutch culture. 

However, the issue concerning migrants and political refugees was interesting, 

especially in the context of language and culture. In the party programme, the section 

concerning the rights and obligations of migrants and political refugees stated that 

‘migrants who are unemployed for a long time should absolutely learn Dutch.’666 The 

Dutch language was seen as highly important to learn, and it was strongly implied 

that learning Dutch was mandatory, not voluntary. With this declaration, the Dutch 

language was raised to a higher level so it could be impressed upon not only Belgians 

but also foreigners. The Dutch language was seen as something not only to defend 

but also to spread to foreigners. 

 
666 Wie langdurig werkloos is, moet absoluut Nederlands leren. 
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4.2.2.3  Vlaming blijven in Europe — Flemish people stay in Europe 

‘The identity which we have so long as Flemings fought for, we should also be able 

to defend in Europe.’667 This sentence reveals a lot about attitudes towards Flanders 

and Europe. The CVP party programme emphasised that Flanders should stay in 

Europe but also defended Flemish identity, for which people had fought for so long 

fight. There is no mention of Belgium in this statement, only Flanders. This is very 

significant because it is a clear statement of support for Flemish identity and a sign 

of regional identity in the context of European politics. 

In the context of European politics, it was also stated that ‘We want to be 

Europeans but also stay Flemish.’668 It was made clear that no one should forget to 

be Flemish within a changing world and more integrated Europe. This sentence is a 

good example of how the CVP brought up Flanders in the context of Europe. 

Europe and European politics were seen a good channel in which to emphasise the 

Flemish region and identity. This concentration on regionalism in European politics 

was also seen at the beginning of 1970s, and now, in 1991, it only increased further. 

Another difference between the earlier party programme and the 1991 party 

programme was that there was barely a mention of neighbouring countries, like the 

Netherlands or Luxemburg. The party programme concentrated mainly on the 

relationship between Europe and Flanders. Even Belgium was hardly mentioned.  

One interesting issue in the 1991 programme was the position of Brussels. It 

appears to have been very important to Flanders. It was also made clear in the 

programme that Brussels should be the capital of Europe.669 The programme stated 

that Flemish people should stay in Brussels and that Brussels was also the capital of 

Flanders. Brussels was considered to be an important capital where the Flemings had 

to get a stronger foothold. 

By 1991, Europe had changed rapidly because of revolutions in 1989: the Berlin 

wall had fallen, and communism had collapsed. In the CVP party programme, it was 

stated that 
 
The Gulf War has shown that we must remain vigilant. Our army will, more 
than ever, join forces in the international context, as part of a UN police 
force or in implementing rescue options. NATO can still play a meaningful 

 
667 De identiteit waarvoor we als Vlamingen zo lang gestreden hebben, moeten we ook in Europa 
kunnen laten gelden. 
668 We willen Europeaan worden en toch Vlaming blijven. 
669 Brussel moet straks de hoofdstad van Europa worden. 
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role with smaller and more mobile units. The abolition of the military service 
should be possible over time.670 

 

Thus, it can be seen in the programme that the CVP’s defence policy was 

becoming more and more international. Even the abolition of the military service 

was mentioned. 

On the whole, Europe had a very significant role in the programme, and it was 

seen as the future. The programme also highlighted the role of the European 

Parliament and held, that, the main decision-making in the European Union should 

lie with the representatives of the people.671 Even if Europe was regarded as having 

a very significant role, Flanders and the Flemish people were the most important. 

The rights of the Flemish people were seen as defendable in Europe. The role of the 

European Parliament was highlighted, and it was seen as a springboard, not a 

gravedigger, with regard to affecting regionalist affairs in European politics. 

As mentioned before, according to Hepburn, in the late 1980s, opinions towards 

the EU became more positive when the structural funds were reformed with the 

guarantee of a regional chamber.672 This happened also within state-wide parties. 

Gradually, they started to increase their engagement in European activities. Hepburn 

suggests that regional Christian Democratic parties saw the ‘Europe of the Regions’ 

as protecting the local level in accordance with the principle of subsidiarity.673 

What is interesting is that there was no mention of Belgium, only the relationship 

between Flanders and Europe. Naturally, this was the case regarding Europe. As 

mentioned before, Europe was seen as a new channel to influence and use power on 

regionalist matters. Hepburn noticed that, in the period from 1988 to 1994, 

regionalist parties sought autonomy through the EU674. However, this was also the 

case in the state-wide parties or traditional parties675, like the CVP, which presented 

the EU in a positive light in its 1991 programme. The differences between regionalist 

 
670 De Golfoorlog heeft aangetoond dat we waakzaam moeten blijven. Ons leger zal meer dan ooit 
funktioneren in internationaal verband, als deel van een VN-politiemacht of bij het uitvoeren van 
reddingsakties. De NAVO kan met kleinere en meer mobiele eenheden nog steeds een zinvolle rol 
spelen. De afschaffing van de legerdienst moet op termijn mogelijk zijn. 
671 De belangrijkste beslissingsmacht in de Europese Unie moet liggen bij de vertegenwoordigers van 
het volk: het Europees Parlement. 
672 Hepburn, Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. p. 217. 
673 Ibid. p. 195. 
674 Hepburn, Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. p. 221. 
675 I prefer to use the term traditional party because it has been more and more difficult to find the 
true state-wide parties in Belgian political arena. 
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and traditional political parties, like the CVP, in 1991 are explored later in this 

dissertation. 

4.2.3 The programme of the Christian People’s Party in 1995 

By 1995, a lot had happened in Belgian politics, and it all had an influence on the 

party programme. The year 1993 had been very significant for Belgium. The fourth 

state reform had taken place under Prime Minister Jean-Luc Dehaene (CVP). The 

reform turned Belgium into a fully-fledged federal state. In the 1995 federal and 

regional elections676, the CVP achieved slight success after a long period of decline. 

The Dehaene II government was formed, but it soon encountered crises.677 

4.2.3.1  Belgium back in the picture - at least literally 

Overall, the 1995 party programme was very Flanders-oriented. Flanders was 

emphasised in almost every topic, including at the European and global level. 

Nevertheless, Belgium was mentioned more than in the party programme of 1991. 

Perhaps now, as Belgium was a federal state, and Flanders had received more power, 

it was felt Belgium was important within the big picture. Flanders and Belgium 

wanted to act together, without either being forgotten. 

Without a doubt, Flanders and the Flemish community, with its special 

autonomy, played a huge role in the greater part of the programme text. The aim was 

obviously to emphasise the autonomous Flanders. Nevertheless, there were also 

several mentions of Belgium. Belgium was always in the background. In the context 

of certain issues, like defence policy, Belgium was at the forefront. This can be seen 

in the sentence, ‘Belgium continues to expand and strengthen Eurocorps, in 

structural synenergie (separable, but not separate) with NATO.’678 Surprisingly, 

Belgium was also mentioned in the context of European politics: ‘Belgium must 

make every possible effort to belong to the core group of Member States of the 

 
676 First regional elections. 
677 Van Haute Emilie (2011): Le CD&V (Christen-Democratisch & Vlaams). In Delwit Pascal, Pilet 
Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de 
Bruxelles, Bruxelles. p. 39. 
678 België werk blijft maken van een uitbreiding en versterking van het Eurocorps, in structurele 
synenergie (scheidbaar, maar niet gescheiden) met de Navo.  
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European Union that will form the European Monetary Union from 1997 

onwards.’679 

Federal Belgium was mentioned in the party programme in, for example, the 

context of monetary union. One reason for this might be the fact that officially 

Belgium, not Flanders, would be a member of the monetary union. The same 

situation concerned defence policy: defence policy is a matter for Belgium, not 

Flanders. Overall, federal Belgium was seen as a player in the European and 

international arenas, but Flanders was at the forefront. The CVP mentioned in its 

programme that 
 
The Flemish Christian Democrats want there to be a clearer Flemish and 
Christian-democratic approach in federal foreign policy and in the Belgian 
representation in the European and international institutions. In order to 
fulfil those two requirements, it is desirable that at least one foreign policy 
function at the federal level should be restored to a Flemish Christian 
Democrat.680 

4.2.3.2  The autonomous region of Flanders in the middle of Belgium 

The new Constitution played a prominent role in the CVP’s political party 

programme in 1995. There was even a chapter devoted to ‘the operation of federal 

Belgium.’681 The autonomous region of Flanders was seen in the programme as being 

extremely important. Phrases like ‘Vlaams parlement’ (Flemish Parliament), ‘De 

Vlaamse Regering’ (the Flemish government), and ‘Vlaams niveau’ (Flemish level) were 

very common expressions in the party programme. The CVP also stated that it will 

continue to push for more efficient state structures.682 The main message of the 

programme was that the CVP wanted a clear policy of decentralisation. CVP noted 

in the programme, that it would like the new Flemish government to conclude an 

 
679 België moet alle mogelijke inspanningen doen om vanaf 1997 tot de kerngroep van lidstaten van de 
Europese Unie te behoren die de Europese Muntunie zullen vormen. 
680 De Vlaamse christen-democraten wensen dat er een duidelijker Vlaamse en christen-democratische 
inslag komt in het federaal buitenlands beleid en in de Belgische vertegenwoordiging in de Europese 
en internationale instellingen. Voor de verwezenlijking van die twee eisen is het wenselijk dat minstens 
één functie van het buitenlands beleid op federaal niveau opnieuw in handen komt van een Vlaamse 
christen-democraat. 
681 De werking van het federale België. 
682 De CVP zal blijven aandringen op een verhoogde efficiëntie van de staatsstructuren. 
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administrative agreement with the municipalities, setting up far-reaching forms of 

cooperation and transferring significant powers to the municipal level.683 

There were also certain juxtapositions between the Flemish and federal level in 

the programme, as seen in sentences like ‘the Flemish and federal government must 

. . .’684 and ‘both on the federal and the Flemish level…’685 Apparently, there was a 

need to express that Belgium was now a federal country and that Flanders had its 

own special autonomous position within it. There were now many levels inside 

Belgium, and one of these was the Flemish level. This is clearly shown in the 

following sentence in the context of transport policy: ‘Should these measures not be 

the subject of an agreement with the French-speaking parties at the federal level, the 

CVP will drive a wider Flemish competence on the regional implementation of 

federal traffic policy.’686 This sentence suggests that competences should be broader 

at the Flemish level on issues where agreement with the French-speaking political 

parties is impossible at the federal level. 

4.2.3.3  Cultural politics in 1995 

After Belgium was declared a federal state in 1993, there also was a new focus on the 

cultural policy. The new Constitution placed new emphasis on decentralisation and 

subsidiarity. The CVP noted in the party programme that ‘On cultural policy, the 

CVP wishes to continue to encourage the free initiative, but also wishes to emphasise 

the need for decentralisation and subsidiarity.’687 According to the party programme, 

certain policy tasks (libraries, sports, museums, cultural centres and youth work) are 

ripe for greater responsibility for local government.688 It was also concluded that  

 
683 De CVP wil een duidelijke politiek van decentralisatie. Ze wenst dat de nieuwe Vlaamse regering 
een bestuursakkoord met de gemeenten afsluit, waarbij verregaande vormen van samenwerking 
worden opgezet en waarin ook aanzienlijke bevoegdheidspaketten en bijhorende middelen worden 
overgeheveld naar het gemeentelijk bestuursniveau. 
684 De Vlaamse en federale overheid moeten… 
685 Zowel op het federale als op het Vlaamse niveau… 
686 Mocht over deze maatregelen geen akkoord mogelijk zijn met de Franstalige partijen op federaal 
vlak, dan zal de CVP aansturen op een ruimere Vlaamse bevoegdheid inzake de regionale invulling 
van het federaal verkeersbeleid. 
687 Inzake het cultuurbeleid wenst de CVP verder te gaan met de aanmoediging van het vrij initiatief, 
maar wil ze ook nieuwe klemtonen leggen inzake decentralisatie en subsidiariteit. 
688 Bepaalde beleidstaken (bibliotheken, sport, musea, culturele centra en jeugdwerk) zijn rijp voor een 
grotere verantwoordelijkheid vanwege de lokale besturen. 



 

178 

‘…respect for genuine pluralism through representation of all cultural tendencies’689 

‘are starting points for a renewed cultural policy.’690 

In the 1995 political party programme, there was also a reflection on the culture 

of refugees and migrants. The programme mentioned an idea of ‘encouraging all 

initiatives and organisations working on the adaptation of foreigners to the customs 

and culture of Flanders.’691 The emphasis here is on the culture of Flanders; there is 

no mention of the culture of Belgium. The Flemish culture seems to be very strong 

and alive. However, the programme stated that the CVP would continue to reject 

the voting rights of migrants, including at the municipal level. On the other hand, 

regarding the Belgian nationality, CVP would like to make the approved legislation 

on the accelerated procedures on granting the Belgian nationality operational as 

quickly as possible.692 In the discussion of nationality, Belgium is mentioned, but 

officially, it is Belgian nationality, not Flemish nationality. Naturally, these issues are 

affected by the fact that, as Dirk Jacobs reminds, integration policy has been a policy 

competence of the communities since 1980 where immigrant policy itself, referring 

to regulation of access to the territory and residence, has been a national 

prerogative693.  

In the context of culture, there is one other significant topic: Dutch language. 

According to the party programme, the CVP ‘holds on to an idea that Brussels is 

also the capital of Flanders.’694 It continues: ‘They will continue to promote a specific 

policy of the Flemish government aiming at a permanent and active Flemish 

presence in Brussels and on countering the Frenchification of peripheral 

communities and of Voeren.’695 The programme focused on the further support of 

Dutch-language education and Flemish culture and social life in Brussels.696 The 

 
689 Respect voor reëel pluralisme door vertegenwoordiging van alle culturele strekkingen. 
690 Uitgangspunt voor een vernieuwd cultuurbeleid. 
691 Een aanmoediging van alle initiatieven en organisaties die werken aan de aanpassing van 
vreemdelingen aan de gewoontes en cultuur van Vlaanderen. 
692 CVP blijft het stemrecht voor migranten afwijzen, ook op gemeentelijk niveau. Zij wil wel de 
goedgekeurde wetgeving op het versneld verwerven van de Belgische nationaliteit zo snel als mogelijk 
operationeel maken. 

693 Jacobs Dirk (2001): Immigrants in a multinational political sphere: The case of Brussels (Belgium). 
In Rogers Alisdair and Tillie Jean (eds.): Multicultural policies and modes of citizenship in European 
cities. Ashgate, Aldershot. pp. 107-122. 
694 De Vlaamse christen-democraten blijven onverkort vasthouden aan Brussel als hoofdstad van 
Vlaanderen. 
695 Zij zullen blijven aansturen op een specifiek beleid van de Vlaamse regering dat gericht is op een 
blijvende en actieve Vlaamse aanwezigheid in Brussel en op het tegengaan van de verfransing van de 
randgemeenten en van Voeren. 
696 Verdere steun aan het Nederlandstalig Onderwijs en aan het Vlaams cultureel en verenigingsleven 
in de hoofdstad. 
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CVP also expressed its concerns about the compliance with the language legislation 

in the capital.697 It was stated that, for example, a ‘Dutch-speaking patient must be 

able to talk his/her own language in the hospital in Brussels.’698 This reveals that the 

Dutch language was still playing a very active role in discussions in the context of 

cultural policy. While the community of Flanders had already achieved autonomy, it 

was clear that the CVP wanted to defend its culture and language in Brussels as well. 

Flanders wanted power in Brussels. However, the sentences above reveal the true 

position of the Dutch language in the capital; equality between Dutch and French 

was far away. 

4.2.3.4  Flanders in Europe 

As mentioned above, in the political party programme of the CVP in 1995, Flanders 

was seen as an autonomous region in Belgium. When discussing its position in the 

world and in Europe in more detail, the programme concentrated clearly on Flanders 

as part of the federal state. In the context of world politics, ‘an open Flanders’699 was 

at the forefront, but in the context of European politics, Belgium was also briefly 

mentioned. Essentially, Flanders was handled as an autonomous region. 

The CVP argued for the strong involvement and wide interest of Flemish politics 

in international affairs700 and provided several reasons for this.701 It was noted in the 

party programme, that one of the reasons is the increasing interpenetration of events 

with us, with those in our neighbouring countries and even on other continents.702 

It also handled the challenges of an information society by noting that ‘The 

information society will definitively bury the idea of national sovereignty and even 

blur Europe’s borders.’703 The CVP stated that 
 
In this context, it is vital for Flanders to take an interest in what is happening 
beyond the borders, that young Flemings are in contact as much as possible 

 
697 De CVP eist de naleving van de taalwetgeving in Brussel. 
698 Een Nederlandstalige patiënt moet in een Brussels ziekenhuis in zijn taal worden opgevangen. 
699 Een open Vlaanderen. 
700 Tegen de tijdgeest van 'ons dorp is onze wereld' in, blijven de Vlaamse christen-democraten pleiten 
voor een grote betrokkenheid en ruime belangstelling van de Vlaamse politiek bij het internationaal 
gebeuren. 
701 Daar zijn meerdere redenen voor aan te halen. 
702 De eerste is de steeds toenemende vervlechting van het gebeuren bij ons met dat in onze buurlanden 
en zelfs op andere continenten. 
703 De informatie-samenleving zal definitief de idee van nationale soevereiniteit begraven en zelfs de 
grenzen van Europa doen vervagen. 
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with other countries and cultures, that Flemish companies feel home on the 
international markets, that the traditionally strong commitment from 
Flanders for the weakest in the world is not lost.704  

 

The CVP felt that ‘The third reason is that the prosperity of Flanders, only 

recently acquired in a historical perspective, can only be safeguarded if the economy 

of our country is at the top of the world’s economic world.’705 Finally, the CVP noted 

that 
the fourth reason is our fundamental aversion to the narrow-mindedness of 
the extreme right. At a time when all Western European societies are voting 
for the return to closed societies, without foreigners, for the sublimation of 
their own national identity and culture and for the restoration of the 
nineteenth century nation-states, it is more than necessary that the Flemish 
Christian Democrats explicitly renew their plea for a cosmopolitan attitude 
among the Flemish.706  

 

The CVP wanted to separate itself from the ‘extreme right’ and stand for open 

Flanders. This surely was some kind of reaction to the amazingly good result of 

Vlaams Blok in 1991 elections. 

In the programme, it is also made clear that ‘Flemish people are very confident 

about themselves and they are not afraid of other cultures.’707 It continues: ‘without 

exchange and confrontation of cultures and opinions, Flanders is a petty provincial 

nest.’708 Other cultures were seen more as a springboard for Flemish identity than a 

gravedigger. 

In discussing neighbouring countries and the relationships between them, the 

party programme underlined the autonomous position of Flanders, saying, 

 
704 In die context is het voor de verdere ontwikkeling van Vlaanderen van levensbelang dat Vlamingen 
zich interesseren voor wat buiten de grenzen gebeurt, dat jonge Vlamingen zoveel mogelijk in contact 
worden gebracht met andere landen en culturen, dat Vlaamse bedrijven zich thuisvoelen op de 
internationale markten, dat het traditioneel sterke engagement vanuit Vlaanderen voor de meest 
zwakken op de wereld niet verloren gaat. 
705 De derde reden is dat de in historisch perspectief nog maar recent verworven welvaart van 
Vlaanderen maar kan veiliggesteld worden als de economie van ons land aan de top van het 
economisch wereldgebeuren kan blijven medraaien. 
706 De vierde reden tenslotte is onze principiële afkeer van de bekrompenheid van extreemrechts. Op 
een ogenblik dat in alle Westeuropese samenlevingen stemmen opgaan voor de terugkeer naar gesloten 
samenlevingen, zonder vreemdelingen, voor de sublimatie van de eigen nationale identiteit en cultuur 
en voor het herstel van de negentiende eeuwse natiestaten, is het meer dan noodzakelijk dat de Vlaamse 
christen-democraten uitdrukkelijk hun pleidooi hernieuwen voor een cosmopolitische ingesteldheid 
bij de Vlamingen. 
707 Zelfverzekerde Vlamingen hoeven geen angst te hebben van vreemdelingen. 
708 Zonder uitwisseling en confrontatie van culturen en opvattingen wordt Vlaanderen een bekrompen 
provinciaal nest. 
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The Autonomous Flanders should first and foremost endeavour to reach a 
good neighbourly relationship with Wallonia, but also with the Netherlands 
and northern France.709 

 
The privileged relationship with the Netherlands is a cornerstone of the 
Flemish foreign policy. The collaboration with the Netherlands is focused 
on the defence of our language and culture, particularly in the European 
Union, but also in its joint promotion, and at the mutual exchange. The 
Language Union is, therefore, the appropriate instrument for this purpose. 
The Dutch language and culture must also be present in Brussels, capital of 
Europe, through a joint Flemish–Dutch action.710 

 

The programme finally states that ‘The new division of powers within the federal 

Belgium requires an adjustment of the Benelux institutions. An in-depth evaluation 

of this cooperation framework is welcome.’711 

The party programme also defended strongly the position of an independently 

acting Flanders in the EU. The CVP stated that 
 
The development of an independently acting Flanders requires that the 
Flemish Christian Democrats within the European Union defend the idea 
that the European institutions cannot be based solely on nation-states. Other 
criteria, such as regional cohesion or language identity, can serve as a basis.712 

 

In the context of this dissertation, linguistic identity is crucial. The CVP identified 

the Flemish people according to their language: Dutch. The CVP continued to 

emphasise regions in the political party programme by noting, 
 

 
709 Het autonome Vlaanderen moet in de eerste plaats trachten tot een goede nabuurschap te komen 
met Wallonië maar ook met Nederland en Noord-Frankrijk. 
710 De bevoorrechte relatie met Nederland vormt een hoeksteen van het Vlaams buitenlands beleid. 
De samenwerking met Nederland is gericht op de verdediging van onze taal en cultuur, in het bijzonder 
in de Europese Unie, maar ook op de gezamenlijke bevordering ervan, en op de onderlinge 
uitwisseling. De Taalunie is daarvoor het aangewezen instrument. De Nederlandse taal en cultuur 
moeten ook aanwezig zijn in Brussel, de hoofdstad van Europa via een gezamenlijk Vlaams-
Nederlands optreden. 
711De nieuwe bevoegdheidsverdeling binnen het federale België vereist een aanpassing van de 
instellingen van de Benelux. Een grondige evalutie van dit samenwerkingskader dringt zich trouwens 
op. 
712 De uitbouw van een zelfstandig handelend Vlaanderen vereist dat de Vlaamse christen-democraten 
binnen de Europese Unie de idee verdedigen dat de Europese instellingen niet louter op natie-staten 
gebaseerd kunnen zijn. Andere criteria, zoals regionale samenhang of taal-identiteit, kunnen als basis 
dienen. 
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The review of the European Union Treaties in 1996 should focus on the 
following: The explicit protection of linguistic diversity as an important 
element of cultural diversity; Strengthening the regional dimension within 
the EU. The Committee of the Regions must become a powerful political 
instrument which weighs on European decision making. To that end, the 
necessary institutional measures should be taken concerning the 
composition and the powers of the Committee.713 

 

The CVP emphasised the role of regions in the EU and wanted to improve its 

position. It pointed out that ‘The new foreign competences of the Flemish 

government also make it possible to play an active role in cooperation with the 

countries of Central and Eastern Europe. In this respect, Flanders should take full 

advantage of the opportunities offered.’714 

As shown above, in the context of Europe, the programme presented Flanders 

as an autonomous, nearly independent state. Many arguments defending this view 

can be raised. In discussing neighbouring countries, the relationships and 

cooperation with the Netherlands were highlighted, and the Dutch culture and 

language were deeply emphasised. In the party programme, the CVP stated that 
 
The Flemish Christian Democrats wish to make a special effort to increase 
and facilitate the presence of Flanders and Flemings in the international 
forum. One way to do this is to work towards a more intense cooperation 
between Dutch-speaking organisations abroad, but without leading to an 
encapsulation and closure.715 

 

The cooperation between Flemish and Dutch was seen as very important, 

especially in the EU. 

 
713 Bij de herziening van de verdragen van de Europese Unie in 1996 moeten daarbij volgende accenten 
worden gelegd: de uitdrukkelijke bescherming van de taalkundige verscheidenheid, als belangrijk 
element van culturele verscheidenheid; de versterking van de regionale dimensie binnen de EU. Het 
Comité van de Regio's moet een slagvaardig politiek instrument worden dat weegt op de Europese 
besluitvorming. Daartoe dienen de nodige institutionele maatregelen te worden getroffen inzake 
samenstelling en bevoegdheden van het Comité. 
714 De nieuwe buitenlandse bevoegdheden van de Vlaamse overheid maken het ook mogelijk om een 
actieve rol te spelen inzake samenwerking met de landen van Centraal- en Oost-Europa. Op dat vlak 
moet Vlaanderen volop de geboden kansen aangrijpen. 
715 De Vlaamse christen-democraten wensen een bizondere inspanning te doen om de aanwezigheid 
van Vlaanderen en Vlamingen op het internationaal forum te vergroten en te vergemakkelijken. Eén 
mogelijkheid daartoe is het streven naar een intensere samenwerking tussen organisaties van 
Nederlandstaligen in het buitenland, uiteraard zonder dat dit tot een inkapseling en een zich afsluiten 
moet leiden. 
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The importance of the regional dimension in the EU was also brought up. Federal 

Belgium was mentioned briefly when discussing future frameworks for cooperation. 

The party programme highlighted the importance of the existence of Flanders and 

Flemish people, especially in the international forum, to promote the issues of 

Flanders. One reason for this could be the fact that regions all over Europe were 

getting a foothold in the European arena. The CVP followed this line and highlighted 

the position of Flanders. However, there was still no Flanders without Belgium. 

4.2.4 The programme of the CD&V in 2010 

The fourth state reform in 1993 was not the end of the process of federalisation. A 

new state reform was coming and was finally declared in 2001. During the fifth state 

reform, more competence was transferred to the communities and the regions. 

Notable changes took place also inside the CVP as it changed its name to the 

Christen-Democratisch en Vlaams (Christian Democratic and Flemish Party, 

CD&V). From then on, Flemish identity was stressed directly in the party name.716 

This was partly in response to the difficulties at the time as the CVP had been pushed 

out of power after having been there almost continually since its establishment until 

1999.717 

In the 2004 regional elections, the CD&V formed a successful cartel with the N-

VA. After years in opposition, the CD&V took the lead again in Flemish politics.718 

In the 2007 federal elections, this same cartel again had good results and finally the 

new government was formed, with the leadership of Yves Leterme (CD&V), in 

March 2008 after extended negotiations. The cartel between the CD&V and N-VA 

ended little later, in September 2008.719 The federal elections of 2010, on the other 

hand, resulted in a major loss for the CD&V,720 largely due to votes lost to the 

Flemish nationalist party, the N-VA. However, on 6 December 2011, the Di Rupo 

government was formed with the CD&V as the largest Flemish party. 

 
716 Deschouwer Kris, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (2017): Party families in a split party 
system. In Deschouwer Kris (ed.): Mind the Gap. Political participation and representation in Belgium. 
Rowman&Littlefield International Ltd. London. p. 97. 
717 De Winter Lieven and Dumont Patrick (2009): Do Belgian Parties Undermine the Democratic 
Chain of Delegation? In Brans Marleen, De Winter Lieven and Swenden Wilfried (eds.): The Politics 
of Belgium. Institutions and policy under bipolar and centrifugal federalism. Routledge, Oxon. p. 97.  
718 Van Haute Emilie (2011): Le CD&V (Christen-Democratisch & Vlaams). In Delwit Pascal, Pilet 
Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de 
Bruxelles, Bruxelles. p. 41. 
719 Ibid. 
720 Ibid. p.42. 
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4.2.4.1  Together for the better future for Belgium 

The party programme of 2010 differed from the 1990s programmes in a remarkable 

way. Where the previous programmes, especially the 1991 programme, concentrated 

mostly on Flanders, the 2010 programme focused on the whole of Belgium, and 

especially on the cooperation between regions. Naturally, Flanders was the priority, 

but the idea was to address the problems of all Belgium and how the federal state 

must work so that cooperation between regions would be the most efficient. The 

party programme began with the sentence, ‘In the past legislature, our country came 

across several times in the eye of the storm’721. This emphasis on the words ‘our 

country’722 at the very beginning reveals a lot about the attitude of the programme. 

In the first chapter, regarding the new reforms, the CD&V saw, that it is necessary 

to ensure that the prosperity of all Belgians can be monitored in an optimal way.723 

Here, the focus is on ‘all the Belgians,’ not only the Flemish. The party programme 

concentrated on improving things for all Belgians. 

One of the clearest guidelines in the programme was decentralisation. More 

power was wanted to the regions and communities. The cooperation between 

regional and federal policy levels was seen as especially important. According to the 

programme, in the context of poverty, it was found that ‘In close cooperation with 

the communities, at the same time, poverty can be tackled in all areas.’724 There was 

also a following sentence, repeated many times725 in the text: ‘CD&V requires the 

transfer of the policy on…to the regions.’726 Decentralisation played a key role. More 

decision-making power was wanted to the regions. This tendency was reflected in 

the programme. 

The CD&V presented its goal for the future clearly by noting that their finality 

remains the confederal model with the centre of competence in the federated 

states.727 It believed that continuing towards a confederal model would bring 

prosperity to all Belgians. The party programme also distinguished different levels of 

political actors: the federal level, the regional level, the Flemish level728, and the 

 
721 In de voorbije legislatuur kwam ons land meermaals in het oog van de storm terecht. 
722 Ons land. 
723 Hervormingen die volgens CD&V meer dan ooit nodig blijven om de welvaart van alle Belgen 
optimaal te kunnen bewaken. 
724 In nauwe samenwerking met de Gemeenschappen kan op alle domeinen tegelijkertijd armoede 
aangepakt worden. 
725 Including transport policy. 
726 CD&V vraagt de overdracht van het beleid inzake...aan de Gewesten. 
727 Onze finaliteit blijft het confederaal model met het zwaartepunt van de bevoegdheden bij de 
deelstaten. 
728 Vlaamse niveau. 
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European level. According to the CD&V, referring to health policy issues, ‘further 

development should be in accordance with existing agreements between the federal 

government and the regions.’729 The CD&V continues, referring to the global 

economic crisis: ‘All hands on deck in the management of the crisis.’730 This reflects 

the attitudes and atmosphere in Belgium at that time. 

The crisis was a common problem, and the whole of Belgium had to try to find 

a solution by working together. It was not only a problem for Flanders or Wallonia 

— it was a problem for all of Belgium. The regions and the federal government had 

to work together to solve it. In its party programme, the CD&V stated, ‘Confidence 

is the lubricating oil of the economy. The federal government has also restored this 

confidence. Together with the governments of the communities and the regions, 

swift and targeted action was taken.’731 

The political party programme also compared different regions, especially 

Flanders and Wallonia. For example, referring to the employment, the CD&V 

declared, ‘There is a clear difference between the labour markets in different 

regions.’732 It was clear that the regions in Belgium were very different, and so were 

the problems. However, there is an answer to this problem: ‘There is a need for more 

instruments to be held in the regions to enable labour market policies to be more 

efficient.’733 In the context of unemployment the CD&V emphasised cooperation 

agreements between the federal government and the federated states and the 

Brussels-Capital Region which provide greater opportunities for employing 

unemployment benefits as an activating labour market instrument.734 

 
729 De verdere uitbouw dient te gebeuren in overeenstemming met de bestaande afspraken tussen de 
federale overheid en de regio's. 
730 Alle hens aan dek in de aanpak van de crisis. 
731 Vertrouwen is de smeerolie van de economie. De federale regering heeft dat vertrouwen ook 
hersteld. Samen met de regeringen van de Gemeenschappen en de Gewesten werd snel en doelgericht 
gehandeld. 
732 Er is een duidelijk verschil tussen de arbeidsmarkten in de verschillende gewesten. 
733 Om een efficiënter arbeidsmarktbeleid mogelijk te maken moeten de gewesten meer instrumenten 
in handen krijgen. 
734 Samenwerkingsakkoorden af te sluiten tussen de federale overheid en de deelstaten en het Brusselse 
Hoofdstedelijke Gewest. Deze akkoorden geven grotere mogelijkheden om de werkloosheidsuitkering 
aan te wenden als activerend arbeidsmarktinstrument. 
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4.2.4.2  We willen het land grondig hervormen, niet splitsen — We want to reform the 
country thoroughly, not split it: The new state reform 

The political party programme of the CD&V in 2010 also presented ideas that should 

be taken into account in the future state reform. The party programme concentrated 

on the Flemish level without forgetting the federal level. It stated that it was ‘going 

to maximise social protection of the Flemish people,’735 and that ‘the federal 

government’s policy has also benefited Flemish families, businesses, savers, etc. The 

forthcoming state reform should, therefore, aim at securing our future prosperity.’736 

The CD&V also stated a few of the most important matters required to have an 

efficient government: ‘Governments need to be properly managed. Each level of 

government should be an efficient and effective organisation, including the Belgian 

level.’737 It was obvious that Flanders needed an efficient federal level also. Flanders 

needed Belgium. 

According to the party programme, the keyword in efficient politics is 

subsidiarity.738 The CD&V states that 
 
In order to organise a public administration as efficiently and effectively as 
possible, we will depart from the principle of subsidiarity. A task shall be 
carried out at the level where it can be most efficient. Sometimes that is the 
municipality or city… Sometimes that is the region or the community… 
Sometimes that is the federal level… And sometimes a European or even 
global approach is needed.739 

 

According to the CD&V, it depended on the matter being dealt with. Another 

principle that the CD&V raised in its programme was the pursuit of homogenous 

powers.740 It suggested that ‘It is usually not wise to fragment powers. Because it 

results in a waste of resources.’741 Additionally, CD&V considered, that a 

 
735 We gaan voor een maximale sociale bescherming van de Vlamingen. 
736 Maar ook het beleid van de federale regering is aan de Vlaamse gezinnen, bedrijven, spaarders,...ten 
goede gekomen. De komende staatshervorming moet dan ook gericht zijn op het veiligstellen van 
onze toekomstige welvaart. 
737 Overheden moeten goed bestuurd worden. Elke bestuurslaag verdient een efficiënte en effectieve 
organisatie, ook het Belgische niveau. 
738 Subsidiariteitsbeginsel. 
739 Om een overheid zo efficiënt en effectief mogelijk te organiseren, vertrekken we van het 
subsidiariteitsbeginsel. Een taak moeten uitgevoerd op het niveau waar dat het efficiëntst kan. Soms 
is dat de gemeente of de stad…Soms is dat het gewest of de gemeenschap…Soms is dat het federaal 
niveau…En soms is een Europese of zelfs een wereldwijde aanpak nodig. 
740 En tweede uitgangspunt is het streven naar homogene bevoegdheden. 
741 Het is meestal niet verstandig om bevoegdheden te versnipperen. Want dat resulteert in een 
verspilling van middelen. 
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government must act and feel responsible.742 The CD&V concluded that ‘For all 

these reasons, it is clear to the CD&V that the next step in the constitutional reform 

is necessary to secure the welfare of all Belgians.’743 Finally, the CD&V stated how 

it pictured the future of Belgium: ‘Our finality in this state reform remains the 

confederal model with the centre of gravity to the federated entities, not separatism. 

We want to reform the country thoroughly, not split.’744 

4.2.4.3  Bilingual capital: Brussels 

The 2010 political party programme of the CD&V emphasised the role of ‘Brussels 

as a Flemish, federal and European capital’ and how it had ‘an important role to play 

in and for our country.’745 The order of the words and the form used in this passage 

is essential. First, Flanders is mentioned, then the federal level, and last, Europe. It 

was stressed that the Flanders had its own capital, Brussels. CD&V continues in the 

programme: ‘However, as a capital, as a bilingual and multilingual city and economic 

centre, Brussels cannot be an island apart from Flanders and Wallonia.’746 The 

CD&V also stated that ‘Brussels and Flanders need each other after all, as they form 

an important socioeconomic community.’747 This togetherness was emphasised: 

together we are better. The CD&V’s party programme implied it was crucial to ‘build 

a structural and constructive cooperation between Brussels and Flanders, which is in 

everyone’s interest.’748  

Language has always been a sensitive matter in Belgium, especially in Brussels, 

where French has been the majority language.749 From this point of view, it is not 

surprising that Flanders has been concerned about the position of the Dutch 

language in Brussels. This was the case in the CD&V’s 2010 political party 

programme. According to the programme, the CD&V calls for the application of 

 
742 Ten derde moet een overheid zich verantwoordelijk opstellen en zich verantwoordelijk voelen. 
743 Om al deze redenen is het voor CD&V duidelijk dat een volgende stap in de staatshervorming 
noodzakelijk is om de welvaart van alle Belgen veilig te stellen. 
744 Onze finaliteit voor deze staatshervorming blijft het confederaal model met het zwaartepunt naar 
de deelstaten en niet het separatisme. We willen het land grondig hervormen, niet splitsen. 
745 Brussel als Vlaamse, federale en Europese hoofdstad heeft een belangrijke rol te vervullen in en 
voor ons land. 
746 Als hoofdstad, als tweetalige en meertalige stad en economisch centrum kan Brussel echter geen 
eiland, los van Vlaanderen en Wallonië, zijn. 
747 Brussel en Vlaanderen hebben elkaar immers nodig aangezien zij een sociaal-economische 
belangengemeenschap vormen. 
748 Een structurele en constructieve samenwerking uit te bouwen tussen Brussel en Vlaanderen, die in 
ieders belang is. 
749 See 3.1.1.1 The linguistic problem. 
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language legislation. In fact, CD&V notes that the language law, which is essential to 

ensure the proper bilingual service in Brussels, is often de facto eroded in the field.750 

The language issue was and still is a very sensitive matter for the Flemish-speaking 

people. In Flanders, language is a significant part of people’s identity and something 

worth fighting for. Brussels is, after all, the capital of both, Flanders and Belgium. 

The issue of language was also raised in the context of the federal administration 

and how it could be revaluated. The CD&V suggested developing ‘a federal 

administration with employees who are sufficiently bilingual, but where knowledge 

of other relevant languages is also actively encouraged.’751 CD&V continues: 

‘However, managers have an exemplary role to play and must have a functional 

knowledge of the other national language in order to perform their duties 

properly.’752 Thus, language remained one of the most important topics. The concern 

for the Dutch language and its equal position with French was an ongoing concern 

in 2010. 

4.2.4.4  Belgian nationality 

The common European policy on asylum and migration presents many challenges. 

According to the 2010 party programme, Belgium must play a leading role in this 

matter.753 Additionally, ‘Full integration of migrants into society and the labour 

market remains essential.’754 This may easily lead to a citizenship issue. According to 

the programme, ‘The Belgian nationality legislation is not sufficiently neutral, 

meaning that it is sometimes easier to acquire Belgian nationality than to obtain an 

indefinite right of residence in our country.’755 The programme suggested that this 

issue needed to be tackled. The CD&V suggested that its ‘policies on migration and 

integration should be coherent and consistent across the various levels of 

 
750 CD&V stelt voor om de taalwetgeving, die essentieel tot doel heeft de correcte tweetalige 
dienstverlening in Brussel te verzekeren, is op het terrein vaak de facto uitgehold. CD&V vraagt 
daarom de toepassing van de taalwetgeving. 
751 Een federale administratie uit te bouwen met medewerkers die voldoende tweetalig zijn, maar waar 
de kennis van andere relevante talen ook actief gestimuleerd wordt. 
752 De leidinggevenden hebben echter een voorbeeldrol te vervullen en moeten, om hun functie 
degelijk uit te kunnen oefenen, beschikken over een functionele kennis van de andere landstaal. 
753 CD&V wil dat België een voortrekkersrol speelt in de verdere uitbouw van een Europees 
gemeenschappelijk migratie- en asielbeleid. 
754 Een volwaardige integratie van migranten in de samenleving en op de arbeidsmarkt blijft essentieel. 
755 De Belgische nationaliteitswetgeving is onvoldoende migratieneutraal, d.w.z. dat het soms 
makkelijker is de Belgische nationaliteit te krijgen dan om in ons land een verblijfsrecht van onbepaalde 
duur te krijgen. 
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governance.’756 It suggested that ‘at the Flemish level, we lay emphasis on integration 

and knowledge of Dutch’757 and ‘at the federal level, for example in the context of 

family reunification and the acquisition of nationality.’758 According to the CD&V, 

‘there is a need for a humane migration and citizenship policy that is strict but fair.’759 

Many different ways to improve nationality policy in the party programme were 

presented. For instance, the CD&V stated that ‘fast-Belgian-law’760 must be 

reformed. As a result of the new law (1 March 2000), there was a dramatic increase 

in the number of new Belgians. The CD&V criticised the law in its programme: 

‘Moreover, people today can sometimes become Belgian without ever having been 

in our country.’761 The CD&V continued: ‘residency and integration can lead to the 

acquisition of our nationality and not vice versa.’762 

Overall, the attitude towards the Belgian nationality was protective. It was 

something to preserve. It came very clear that the law, which allowed people to gain 

Belgian nationality easily, was considered to be extremely bad. However, it is 

interesting that, although Belgian nationality was in the forefront, the Flemish level 

was seen as its own dimension but still part of Belgian nationality. Nevertheless, two 

levels were mentioned in the party programme: the Flemish and federal. The Flemish 

level was very important, and it involved integration into society. The federal level 

was something more bureaucratic and involved the acquisition of nationality. This is 

naturally due to the fact that integration policy has been a policy competence of the 

communities since 1980 where immigrant policy itself, has been a competence of the 

national level763. 

Thus, Flemish identity was seen as a part of Belgian nationality; when you 

protected Belgian nationality, you also protected Flemish identity. Flemish identity 

was regarded as extremely important. Importantly, federal Belgium was not seen as 

the enemy of the Flemish identity; on the contrary, the Flemish identity could exist 

despite the fact that Flanders was not an independent state because, after all, 

Flanders needed Belgium. 

 
756 Voor CD&V moet het beleid aangaande migratie en integratie coherent en consequent zijn over de 
verschillende bestuursniveaus heen. 
757 Op Vlaams niveau leggen we het accent op inburgering en kennis van het Nederlands. 
758 Op het federale niveau bijvoorbeeld in het kader van gezinshereniging en de 
nationaliteitsverwerving. 
759 Er is nood aan een humaan migratie- en nationaliteitsbeleid dat streng maar rechtvaardig is. 
760 Snel-Belg-wet. 
761 Bovendien kunnen mensen vandaag soms Belg worden zonder ooit in ons land te zijn geweest.  
762 Verblijf en integratie kunnen leiden tot het bekomen van onze nationaliteit en niet omgekeerd.  

763 Jacobs Dirk (2001): Immigrants in a multinational political sphere: The case of Brussels (Belgium). 
In Rogers Alisdair and Tillie Jean: Multicultural policies and modes of citizenship in European cities. 
Ashgate, Aldershot. pp. 107-122. 
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4.2.4.5  Foreign policy in 2010 

In the context of foreign and defence policy, Belgium, as a state, played a very 

important role. According to the CD&V’s 2010 party programme, ‘On the 

international level, CD&V wants Belgium to continue to play a leading role in 

increasing international military cooperation, both within the UN, NATO and EU 

and between the international institutions.’764 The CD&V states in its political party 

programme that ‘Europe remains the most striking and, at the same time, 

indispensable political project of today and tomorrow — Europe is essential for our 

prosperity and security.’765 According to the programme, 
 
CD&V works for a strong Europe with efficient institutions, with European 
political parties acting as fully-fledged carriers of European democracy, with 
a smooth functioning of the new rules of the Lisbon Treaty – which aim to 
ensure that the European Union is more efficient, more democratic and 
more understandable —, and with further reinforcement of cooperation 
between the Benelux countries.766  

 

Moreover, the programme also stressed the subsidiarity principle. In addition, 

CD&V noted that the building of Europe does not stand in the way of preserving 

national, regional or local individuality. Thus, preserving national and regional 

identity was also seen as important. 

Overall, in the context of foreign policy, the political party programme 

emphasised e.g.  strengthening the euro area,767 more intensive judicial cooperation 

and a stronger common asylum and migration policy,768 and finally, the continuation 

of the enlargement negotiations in accordance with the rules in force and in a spirit 

of further European integration.769 According to the programme, the CD&V also 

 
764 Op internationaal vlak wil CD&V dat België haar een voortrekkersrol blijft opnemen voor meer 
internationale militaire samenwerking, zowel binnen VN, NAVO en EU, als tussen de internationale 
instellingen onderling. 
765 Europa blijft het meest boeiende en tegelijk onontbeerlijke politieke project van vandaag en morgen 
— Europa is essentieel voor onze welvaart en onze veiligheid. 
766 Daarom ijvert de CD&V voor een sterk Europa met efficiënte instellingen, met Europese politieke 
partijen die als volwaardige dragers van de Europese democratie optreden, met een vlotte werking van 
de nieuwe regels van het Verdrag van Lissabon — die ertoe strekken dat de Europese Unie efficiënter, 
democratischer en begrijpelijker wordt  — , en met een verdere versterking van de samenwerking 
tussen de landen van de Benelux. 
767 Vrijwaring en versterking van de Eurozone. 
768 Een meer intensieve gerechtelijke samenwerking en een sterker gemeenschappelijk asiel- en 
migratiebeleid. 
769 De voortzetting van de uitbreidingsonderhandelingen volgens de geldende regels en in een geest 
van onverminderd streven naar meer Europese integratie. 
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called for ‘the maximum utilisation of improved transatlantic relations and the 

strengthening of the multilateral approach to challenges and issues on a global 

scale.’770 The CD&V emphasised the importance of international relations, especially 

with European countries, and the significance of the transatlantic relations. The 

CD&V wanted to reveal the importance of cooperation with neighbouring countries, 

especially Benelux countries, as well as with European and transatlantic countries. 

As indicated above, for the CD&V, Europe was extremely significant, as was 

international cooperation. Cooperation between Benelux countries, in particular, is 

important in the context of time. Even in the 1970s, party programme referenced 

Benelux countries, which were indeed considered essential. However, the world 

changed rapidly at the turn of the millennium, and European relations became more 

and more important. But even in 2010, the Benelux countries were seen as extremely 

important. 

It is clear from the party programme that the CD&V wanted Flanders to be part 

of Belgium, an autonomous part, and it did not seek the independence of Flanders. 

The 2010 programme was very Belgium-oriented — it wanted to find the best 

solutions for all Belgians, not only Flemish people. It presented the key principle of 

the new state reform: find the most efficient way to make decisions and command 

the federal state of Belgium. Cultural politics was not handled separately, but cultural 

factors, like the Dutch language, arose from time to time, e.g. in the context of 

Brussels. Belgian nationality also received its own chapter. In the CD&V’s party 

programme, Flanders was separated from the others and treated as its own region, 

but Belgium was still seen as one country. 

4.3 From a Uniform Belgium to a Confederal State: Analysing 
the Programmes of the Liberals Since the 1970s 

4.3.1 The programme of the Party for Freedom and Progress in 1971 

The Liberal Party (Parti Liberal–Liberale Partij, PL–LP) was originally founded in 

1846771. It changed its name in 1961 to become the Party for Freedom and Progress 

 
770 CD&V pleit voor de maximale benutting van de verbeterde transatlantische betrekkingen en voor 
een versterking van de multilaterale aanpak van uitdagingen en vraagstukken op wereldschaal. 
771 Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.) (2011): Les partis politiques en 
Belgique. Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles. p. 364. 
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(Partij voor Vrijheid en Vooruitgang–Parti de la Liberté et du Progrès, PVV–PLP)772. 

In the 1960s, unitarism was indeed strongest in the Liberal Party. However, 

gradually, the Flemish Liberal Alliance started to demand more freedom. This caused 

tensions within the PVV–PLP, and, in the 1970s it became obvious, that the party 

needed to split into a Flemish and a French-speaking parties.773 In 1971, the party 

was not yet split officially, but tensions were visible. 

4.3.1.1  Flanders versus Belgium in the programme of 1971 

In the PVV’s 1971 political party programme, Belgium was clearly at the forefront. 

Every aspect was handled in the context of Belgium and from the perspective of 

Belgium. The title of the programme was ‘Party for Freedom and Progress, Elections 

1971, National programme.’774 One must bear in mind that the party was 

experiencing serious tensions at the end of the 1960s, and it became officially 

autonomous in 1972.775 In addition, there was a strong feeling of unitarism and it 

was not popular to present pro-Flemish ideas.776 This might have affected the party 

programme of 1971. It seems that the programme was a national one, covering the 

whole of Belgium. Even so, it would have been possible to also mention Flanders 

and Wallonia by name. On the other hand, this ‘silence’ may be due to the internal 

conflicts of the party. 

Belgium was mentioned in the programme in very different contexts. When 

referring to culture, the programme stated that 
 
The P.V.V. also takes the view that, in the context of the renewal of 
secondary education, artistic education in Belgium should be fully integrated 

 
772 Witte Els (2009): Conflict and Conflict Management in the Religious-Philosophical Sphere. In Witte 
Els, Craeybeckx Jan, Meynen Alain (eds.): Political History of Belgium. From 1830 onwards, Academic 
and Scientific Publishers nv, Brussels. p. 256.  
773 Witte Els (2009): Increasing Tension between the Communities and the Creation of a federalised 
Belgium. In Witte Els,Craeybeckx Jan, Meynen Alain (eds.): Political History of Belgium. From 1830 
onwards, Academic and Scientific Publishers nv, Brussels. p. 365.  
774 Partij voor Vrijheid en Vooruitgang, Verkiezingen 1971, Nationaal programme. 
775 Dedecker, Nicolas (2011): L’Open VLD. In Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie 
(eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles. p. 140. 
776 Witte Els (2009): Increasing Tension between the Communities and the Creation of a federalised 
Belgium. In Witte Els,Craeybeckx Jan, Meynen Alain (eds.): Political History of Belgium. From 1830 
onwards, Academic and Scientific Publishers nv, Brussels. p. 365. 
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with the revalorisation of the study and the direction of art humanities, and 
should be linked to the administrations of National Education.777 

 

The programme wanted to address all Belgium, not only some parts of it. The 

same kind of trend followed in the context of foreign policy. The PVV stated, 

‘According to the P.V.V., foreign policy should be inspired by liberal and realistic 

principles, i.e.: that Belgium must recognise the existing realities.’778 The PVV also 

reminded in the programme, referring to development aid that the development 

policy is limited because Belgium is a small country.779 Thus, Belgium was at the 

apex, no matter the context. There was no mention of Flanders or Wallonia. 

However, one interesting thing occurred in the programme. As mentioned above, 

the programme was focused on Belgium, but there were also references to ‘ons 

land’.780 This phrase is much more familiar and increases the feeling of togetherness 

when used to refer to Belgium. The PVV stated in the context of media, ‘Everyone 

in our country is convinced that our broadcasting system should be reviewed.’781 The 

other use of ‘ons land’ was in the context of the protection of citizens: ‘To achieve 

this our country urgently needs the post of Ombudsman…’782 Overall, in the 

programme, the emphasis was on Belgium, whether Belgium was mentioned as a 

state or with the more familiar ‘ons land.’ 

4.3.1.2  Settling into the current situation in the context of autonomy 

As mentioned, the party programme in 1971 was very Belgium-oriented. There was 

barely any mention of autonomy or the next steps regarding autonomy or federalism. 

In fact, there were only few references to regions or regionalisation. In the culture 

chapter the programme for example noted that universities will have to fulfil a 

threefold goal.783 The programme presented one of these by stating ‘An option is to 

 
777 De P.V.V. meent verder dat het kunstonderwijs in België, in het kader van het vernieuwd secundair 
onderwijs op volwaardige wijze dient opgenomen te worden door een revalorisatie van de studiën en 
de inrichting van kunsthumaniora, en moet verbonden worden aan de administraties van Nationale 
Opvoeding. 
778 De buitenlandse politiek moet volgens de P.V.V. geïnspireerd zijn op liberale en realistische 
principes, d.w.z.: dat België de bestaande realiteiten moet erkennen. 
779 Moeten we er ons rekenschap van geven dat de ontwikkelingspolitiek van een klein land als België 
noodzakelijk beperkt is. 
780 Our country. 
781 Iedereen in ons land is er van overtuigd dat ons omroepbestel moet herzien worden. 
782 Om dit te verwezenlijken moet in ons land dringend de functie van ombudsman… 
783 Om de kansen op succes te vrijwaren zullen de universiteiten moeten beantwoorden aan een 
drievoudig doel. 
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provide services making its intellectual potential available to society and the 

economic regions in which it is integrated.’784 Also, in the context of economic policy 

objectives,785 the PVV noted, ‘balanced regional distribution of activities and 

incomes.’786 Regarding the environment, the PVV proposed 

the creation of a State Secretariat for the Environment . . . that regional or 
provincial ‘High Councils for the Protection of the Environment’787 should 
be established…788 

 

The programme also noted that ‘The fight against unemployment has a structural, 

a regional and a cyclical aspect’.789 It included somewhat similar statements about 

regions and regionalisation, but no significant statements about the future plans of 

the party. Overall, the party programme did not take a stance on the next steps that 

should be taken regarding autonomy or possible federalism. 

4.3.1.3  Cultural politics in 1971 

The party programme handled cultural politics at quite a universal level. Interestingly, 

the programme does not pay any special attention to the cultural communities, which 

were formed after the first state reform in the 1970s. In 1971, the cultural 

communities were new, and it would have been understandable that they would have 

played an important role in the context of culture. On the contrary, there were only 

a few mentions of cultural communities and cultural autonomy. This is, perhaps, 

because the programme was very Belgium-oriented, as the title of the programme 

hinted. Belgium was in focus. Also, the fact that the party itself was splitting apart 

and tensions were real could have contributed to this. Nevertheless, in the context 

of media, the PVV called for a full autonomy of communities in the cultural field by 

stating ‘The structure of radio and T.V. should be adapted to the evolution of the 

country towards a full autonomy of communities in the cultural field.’790  

 
784 De mogelijkheid inhouden tot dienstverlening, waardoor zij haar intellectueel potentieel ter 
beschikking stelt van de maatschappij en de economische regio's waarin zij geïntegreerd is. 
785 Doelstellingen van economische politiek. 
786 Evenwichtige regionale spreiding van activiteiten en inkomens. 
787 Hoge Raden voor de Bescherming van het Leefmilieu. 
788 De P.V.V. stelt dan ook de oprichting voor van een staatssecretariaat voor het Leefmilieu: …Dat 
regionale of provinciale ’Hoge Raden voor de Bescherming van het Leefmilieu’ moet instellen… 

789 De bestrijding van de werkloosheid heeft een structureel, een regionaal en een conjunctureel aspect. 
790 De structuur van radio en T.V. dient aangepast aan de evolutie van het land naar een volledige 
autonomie der gemeenschappen op cultureel gebied.  
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The programme handled cultural politics in a universal way. Instead of Flemish 

culture, it focused on cultural education in general. The text focused on cultural 

upbringing and the urgent development of a pluralistic cultural infrastructure.791 The 

PVV stated that it believed that 
 
cultural infrastructure should be developed in a spirit of mutual tolerance 
and respect for everyone’s philosophical beliefs by: (a) using the school as 
the first part of cultural infrastructure, b) establishing cultural centres 
according to rational pluralist standards…792 

 

As can be seen, the approach to cultural politics was universal. The programme 

also discussed education, again in a very general way. The PVV stated that ‘Education 

should maximise the opportunities for every learner.’793 It also noted that in a 

democratic society education must really prepare its students for life.794 The 

programme was also very Belgium-oriented in the context of education. It stated, 

‘The creation of a National Documentation and Information Centre is 

indispensable.’795 The PVV wanted to focus on ‘creating the conditions for scientific 

research that is competitive and effective in allowing the nation to take on a global 

position.’796 In the context of education, the programme also emphasised the 

international aspect: ‘We need to monitor the evolution in our neighbouring 

countries so that we can continue to play a leading role in a united Europe, and pay 

attention to the international equivalence of diplomas.’797 Thus, the party found it 

important that Belgium798 played a key role in this context in Europe. 

Overall, the PVV addressed cultural politics from a Belgian point of view. The 

text barely touched upon cultural communities or even a Dutch language. Regarding 

language in the context of government employees, the PVV suggested the 

 
791 Dringende uitbouw van een culturele pluralistische infrastructuur. 
792 De PVV meent dat de culturele infrastructuur in een geest wederzijdse verdraagzaamheid en eerbied 
voor eenieders levensbeschouwelijke belevenissen dient uitgewerkt te worden door: a) de school als 
eerste onderdeel van de culturele infrastructuur in te schakelen, b) de oprichting van culturele centra 
volgens rationele pluralistische normen… 
793 Het onderwijs moet de mogelijkheden van elke leerling maximaal benutten. 
794 Het onderwijs moet een werkelijke voorbereiding zijn op het leven in een democratische 
maatschappij. 
795 De oprichting van een Nationaal Documentatie- en Informatiecentrum is dus onontbeerlijk. 
796 De voorwaarden scheppen voor een wetenschappelijk onderzoek dat competitief is en doeltreffend 
om de natie toe te laten een plaats in te nemen op het wereldvlak… 
797 We moeten bestendig de evolutie in de ons omringende landen volgen opdat we in een ééngemaakt 
Europa een vooraanstaande rol zouden kunnen blijven spelen, en aandacht besteden aan de 
internationale gelijkstelling van diploma’s. 
798 I see that the party refers to Belgium and its position in the Europe. 
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‘Remuneration of State staff’s knowledge of languages.’799 This is quite a universal 

comment where there is no mention of the Dutch language, only that language skills 

must be compensated with money, despite the fact that culture was a crucial area 

that had led to the first state reform. Overall, even if the programme was called 

‘national programme’, it was somewhat surprising that Dutch language was not even 

mentioned in this context. This might tell something about the contradictory 

situation within the party in the beginning of 1970s.  

4.3.1.4  Foreign policy in the political party programme of the PVV in 1971 

Foreign policy was handled quite briefly in the programme and from the perspective 

of Belgium. The PVV noted that 

Foreign politics . . . should be inspired by liberal and realistic principles . . . 
that priority should be given to human beings, which means that the 
objective of peace and improvement of the East–West relationship is 
accompanied by an adaptation of our army . . .800  

 

The PVV also promoted a united Europe in many ways, citing ‘the further 

advancement of the economic and monetary union that will lead us to an economic 

consolidation and a common currency’801 and ‘the granting of financial and 

legislative powers to a direct European Parliament elected by universal suffrage.’802 

Clearly, the PVV supported a united Europe in many different ways but always from 

the Belgian point of view. 

The party programme also addressed development aid and noted that the PVV 

needed ‘to take into account the real needs of the development areas.’803 Thus, the 

PVV agreed with the need for development aid but also reminded in the programme, 

as mentioned earlier, that due to the fact, that Belgium is a small country, also its 

development policy is strictly limited.  

 
799 De talenkennis van het staatspersoneel geldelijk vergoeden. 
800 De buitenlandse politiek moet volgens de P.V.V geïnspireerd zijn op liberale en realistische 
principes… dat prioriteit moet gegeven worden aan de mens, wat dus neerkomt op het streven naar 
vrede en een verbetering der Oost-Wéstbetrekkingen gepaard gaande met een aanpassing van ons 
leger… 
801 De verdere opbouw van de Economische en Monetaire Unie die ons naar een economische 
versteviging en een gemeenschappelijke munt zal leiden. 
802 De toekenning van financiële en wetgevende bevoegdheid aan een rechtstreeks, volgens het 
algemeen stemrecht, verkozen Europees Parlement. 
803 Moeten we rekening houden met de werkelijke noden van de ontwikkelingsgebieden.  
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Overall, foreign policy was addressed briefly. The main idea was to support 

European cooperation and remind of the importance of good relations between the 

East and West. Development aid was seen as important but not at any cost. Belgium 

was clearly the focus, and there was no mentioning of Flanders or other regions. 

It should be noted that the 1971 programme was very Belgium-oriented. As 

mentioned above, there was some discussion of regionalisation and cultural 

autonomy for example in the context of environmental politics and the media. One 

reason for this could be that the programme covered the whole Liberal Party in 

Belgium — the party split in 1972804. As the name tells it, the programme was 

national in nature and did not want to take a stand for Flanders or for Wallonia on 

that matter.  

4.3.2 The programme of the Party for Freedom and Progress in 1991 

At the beginning of the 1990s, the PVV was in opposition. After the elections in late 

1987, the Liberals were condemned to a long period of opposition, which led to the 

strengthening of neoliberal thoughts. At the turn of the decade, the PVV was also 

on the road to becoming a new party — the VLD, which was formed in 1992 by 

party leader Guy Verhofstadt.805 By 1991, there had been three state reforms in 

Belgium. The fourth, a major one, was to come in 1993 when Belgium became a 

federal state. 

4.3.2.1  Flanders versus Belgium 

In the PVV’s political party programme in 1991, Belgium and Flanders were both at 

the forefront. Belgium or Flanders took first place depending on the context. When 

discussing issues such as the economy or migration policy, Belgium was at the centre. 

When discussing issues related to environmental policy, Flanders was at the 

forefront. There were also issues in which both Belgium and Flanders were 

mentioned, such as foreign policy. 

In the context of economic or migration policy, the focus was on Belgium. The 

programme stated that ‘The Belgian economy will face many new challenges during 

the coming years, such as the creation of the European Single Market, the 

 
804 Dedecker Nicolas (2011): L’Open VLD. In Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie 
(eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles. p. 140. 
805 Ibid. p. 141. 
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developments in Central and Eastern Europe and the link between the Belgian franc 

and the German Mark.’806 In the context of migration policy, the PVV noted, ‘In 

recent years Belgium has been faced with a growing number of asylum applications, 

the majority of which (at least 80%) proved not to be justified.’807 The regions 

(Flanders and, to some extent, Wallonia) were clearly the focus when discussing the 

federalisation process of social issues. The party felt that ‘The volume of social 

security benefits is highly unbalanced between Flanders and Wallonia.’808 Here, the 

focus was on Flanders. Wallonia was mentioned only to demonstrate the inequality 

between the two regions. 

However, Belgium received more attention in the context of the federalisation 

process, as can be seen in the following sentence: ‘After the constitutional reform of 

1988 . . . Belgium struggled with a hopelessly complicated state structure.’809 

Nevertheless, Flanders was again at the forefront when discussing environment 

policy. The PVV found that ‘There should be a Flemish spatial plan.’810 Within the 

frame of culture, Flanders was also present: ‘Finally, it is urgently necessary that the 

cultural factor should be strengthened in Flanders.’811 

What is interesting is that Belgium and Flanders were both mentioned in the 

context of foreign policy. The PVV believed that Belgium and Flanders did ‘not 

deserve a less worthy role.’812 Flanders clearly started to rise in relevance. 

4.3.2.2  Towards a federal state 

In 1991, Belgium was on the road towards federalism, and this was reflected in the 

programme of the PVV. First of all, the PVV demanded ‘an efficient government.’813 

The PVV also presented ‘A true federal state’814 in the text. As stated previously, the 

 
806 De Belgische economie zal tijdens de komende jaren het hoofd moeten bieden aan tal van nieuwe 
uitdagingen zoals de totstandkoming van de Europese eenheidsmarkt, de ontwikkelingen in Centraal- 
en Oost-Europa en de koppeling van de Belgische frank aan de Duitse Mark. 
807 De laatste jaren wordt België geconfronteerd met een groeiend aantal asielaanvragen, waarvan de 
meerderheid (minstens 80%) ongegrond blijkt te zijn. 
808 Het volume aan sociale zekerheidsuitkeringen wordt tussen Vlaanderen en Wallonië zeer 
onevenwichtig verdeelt. 
809 Na de staatshervorming van 1988…, worstelt België met een hopeloos ingewikkelde staatsstructuur. 
810 Er dient een Vlaams ruimtelijk plan. 
811 Tenslotte is het dringend nodig dat de factor cultuur in Vlaanderen wordt versterkt. 
812 De PVV meent dat België en Vlaanderen die minder waardige rol niet verdienen. 
813 Een efficiënte overheid. 
814 Een echte federale staat.  
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state structure was regarded as very complicated, and this was something that needed 

to be changed. 

The PVV also emphasised the federalisation of social security. Furthermore, it 

criticised the fact that the volume of social security benefits was distributed unevenly 

between Flanders and Wallonia. The programme stated, ‘The federalisation of social 

security reinforces the autonomy of the subregions to provide, on the basis of their 

own financial possibilities, higher or lower social benefits to their population.’815 The 

PVV also presented ‘new accents in the Flemish welfare and health policy’816 as well 

as ‘the regional economic policy.’817 The context of these examples was very Flemish, 

and it was clearly emphasised in the programme that it was time to highlight 

Flanders. 

4.3.2.3  Cultural politics in 1991 

Cultural politics in the party programme focused on Flanders and the Flemish 

culture as well as liberal values. According to the PVV a liberal cultural policy should 

promote culture and notice basic cultural equality, a total philosophical and cultural 

freedom, social pluralism and the person-centred approach.818 The party also noted 

that Flanders had always had a very rich cultural tradition.819 It wanted to highlight 

Flanders and its unique and rich culture. The PVV also presented the idea of ‘a new 

education for Flanders’820. Here, the emphasis was again on Flanders. There were no 

references to Belgium, only to Flanders. The PVV also addressed issues concerning 

language and culture in the context of migration policy, which is discussed in the 

following section. 

 
815 De federalisering van de sociale zekerheid versterkt de autonomie van de deelgebieden om op basis 
van hun eigen financiële mogelijkheden hogere of lagere sociale uitkeringen aan hun bevolking te 
verstrekken. 
816 Nieuwe accenten in het Vlaams welzijns- en gezondheidsbeleid. 
817 Het regionaal economisch beleid. 
818 Een liberaal cultuurbeleid moet cultuurbevorderend zijn en oog hebben voor de culturele 
basisgelijkheid, een totale filosofische en culturele vrijheid, het maatschappelijk pluralisme en de 
persoonsgerichte benadering. 
819 Vlaanderen heeft steeds een zeer rijke culturele traditie gehad. 
820 Een nieuw onderwijs voor Vlaanderen. 
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4.3.2.4  Een op en eerlijk migrantenbeleid — A fair and honest migration policy 

Migration policy issues were dealt with quite extensively in the party programme. 

The PVV stated, ‘The migrant population must adapt to the social values and lifestyle 

of the indigenous population and not vice versa.’821 However, the PVV felt that ‘the 

cultural identity of immigrants may be preserved, in so far as their exercise does not 

hinder the indigenous peoples.’822 Thus, the PVV underscored the rights of the 

native population (Belgians) as well as the rights of the migrant population. Against 

the background of language, the PVV felt it was ‘necessary to organise language 

courses for all age groups for both migrant children and older people who have little 

or no knowledge of Dutch.’823 The PVV decided, that ‘Checks must be made to 

ensure that teachers comply with the legal requirements, both on nationality and on 

qualifications or knowledge of languages.’824 Thus, the PVV emphasised the rights 

of migrant people to pursue their own culture, but it also underscored the 

importance of the law of Belgium as well as culture and the Dutch language. Clearly, 

the PVV considered it very important to preserve the culture of migrant people, as 

it noted the need for ‘The organisation of information campaigns for migrants in 

order to help them understand the practical aspects of our lifestyles and culture, with 

particular reference to their interactions with their own lifestyle and culture.’825 This 

reflects well the Flemish integration policy, which has, according to Dirk Jacobs, 

usually recognised ethnic-cultural groups (in line with Anglo-Saxon and Dutch ideas 

of group-based multiculturalism)826.  

However, the PVV emphasised that the situation regarding the right to vote was 

clear: ‘Voting rights, both national, regional and municipal, remain explicitly reserved 

to residents with Belgian nationality or possibly to EC nationals in the context of 

 
821 De migrantenbevolking moet zich aanpassen aan de maatschappelijke waarden en leefgewoonten 
van de autochtone bevolking en niet omgekeerd. 
822 Hiertegenover staat dat de culturele eigenheid van de allochtonen mag worden gevrijwaard, in 
zoverre de uitoefening ervan de autochtone bevolking niet hindert. 
823 Het is noodzakelijk taalkursussen voor alle leeftijdsgroepen te organiseren zowel voor 
migrantenkleuters als voor ouderen die het Nederlands niet of onvoldoende machtig zijn. 
824 Er moet worden gecontroleerd of de leraars voldoen aan de wettelijke vereisten, zowel inzake 
nationaliteit als inzake diploma of talenkennis. 
825 De organisatie van informatiecampagnes naar de migranten toe, om hen wegwijs te maken in de 
praktische kanten van onze leefgewoonten en cultuur, waarbij vooral aandacht zal besteed worden aan 
de raakpunten met hun eigen leefgewoonten en cultuur. 

826 Jacobs Dirk (2001): Immigrants in a multinational political sphere: The case of Brussels (Belgium). 
In Rogers Alisdair and Tillie Jean (eds.): Multicultural policies and modes of citizenship in European 
cities. Ashgate, Aldershot. pp. 107-122. 
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future European legislation.’827 In addition, PVV stated that the access for example 

to government posts should be reserved only for residents of Belgian nationality or 

EC nationals.828 

4.3.2.5  Foreign policy in 1991 

The PVV addressed foreign policy quite briefly in its party programme. The PVV 

focused on Belgium as well as Flanders. The programme criticised the foreign policy 

of the former government of Prime Minister Wilfried Martens (CVP) by stating, ‘The 

foreign policy of the government Martens VIII can be summarised simply: there was 

none.’829 It continues: 
 

The result is that Belgium, in a period of fundamental change in the world, 
is hardly involved in international politics and certainly no longer being taken 
seriously . . . The PVV believes that Belgium and Flanders do not deserve 
this inferior role.830  

 

The PVV concluded, ‘Our central position in the European context is the tool 

that is best placed to raise our profile and build a positive image in the international 

arena.’831 

The programme noticed regions and their ability to act in the international arena. 

It emphasised the role of the regions and communities and noted the ‘jurisdiction 

and representation of the regions and communities in international institutions. A 

prior agreement by the regions and/or the communities is required in all matters for 

which they are competent before Belgium can commit itself internationally in those 

 
827 Het stemrecht, zowel nationaal, gewestelijk, provinciaal als gemeentelijk blijft expliciet 
voorbehouden aan ingezetenen met de Belgische nationaliteit of mogelijks aan EG-onderdanen, in het 
kader van een toekomstige Europese wetgeving. 
828 De toegang tot overheidsambten, zowel nationaal, gewestelijk, provinciaal als gemeentelijk, dient 
expliciet voorbehouden te blijven aan ingezetenen met de Belgische nationaliteit of aan EG-
onderdanen, op grond van de rechtspraak van het Hof van Justitie. 
829 Het buitenlands beleid van de regering Martens 8 kan eenvoudig worden samengevat: er was er 
geen. 
830 Het gevolg is dat België, in een periode van fundamentele veranderingen in gans de wereld, 
nauwelijks nog meespeelt in de internationale politiek en zeker niet meer ernstig wordt genomen…De 
PVV meent dat België en Vlaanderen die minderwaardige rol niet verdienen. 
831 Onze centrale positie in het Europees gebeuren is het instrument bij uitstek om ons duidelijk te 
profileren in het internationaal veld en er opnieuw een positief imago op te bouwen. 
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matters.’832 Thus, the regions and communities were clearly seen as important actors 

in the international arena; in this arena, they could elevate themselves. 

The PVV concentrated on the ‘European Community’833 in the party programme. 

The PVV also mentioned a possible ‘expanded community’834 by insisting that 
 
the reform of the European Community, with the creation of an economic 
and monetary union on the one hand, and a political union with democratic 
and efficient decision making on the other, is concluded as soon as possible 
in order to be able to start with the enlargement of the European 
Community.835  

 

Overall, European cooperation was considered very important in the party 

programme of the PVV. The PVV also connected it to security and defence policy: 
 
Under the changed circumstances, the PVV underlines that the security and 
defence policy of the Central and Eastern European States is embedded as 
much as possible in a European Security and Defence Policy, developed in 
the framework of the European Union.836 

 
This new European Security and Defence Policy requires a deep reform of 
NATO. Within NATO, it is necessary to develop a North American pillar 
and an equivalent European pillar in which the new European democracies, 
who request it, can join.837  

 

Hereby, the role of Europe and European cooperation were taken very seriously. 

 
832 De verdragsrechterlijke bevoegdheid en vertegenwoordiging van de Gewesten en Gemeenschappen 
in de internationale instellingen. Een voorafgaandelijk akkoord van de gewesten en/of de 
gemeenschappen is vereist voor alle materies waarvoor zij bevoegd zijn, vooraleer België zich 
internationaal in die aangelegenheden kan verbinden. 
833 Europeese Gemeenschap. 
834 Een veeruimde gemeenschap. 
835 De PVV dringt er tenslotte op aan dat de hervorming van de Europese Gemeenschap, met enerzijds 
de oprichting van een economische en monetaire unie en anderzijds een politieke unie met een 
democratische en efficiënte besluitvorming, zo snel mogelijk wordt afgerond teneinde met de 
uitbreiding van de Europese Gemeenschap een aanvang te kunnen nemen… 
836 Ingevolge de gewijzigde omstandigheden benadrukt de PVV dat het veiligheids- en defensiebeleid 
van de Centraal-en Oosteuropese staten zoveel mogelijk wordt ingebed in een in het kader van de 
Europese Unie ontwikkeld Europees Veiligheids- en Defensiebeleid. 
837 Dit nieuw Europees Veiligheids- en Defensiebeleid noodzaakt een diepgaande hervorming van de 
NAVO. Binnen de NAVO dient een Noordamerikaanse pijler en een evenwaardige Europese pijler 
uitgebouwd te worden waarin de nieuwe Europese democratieën, die hierom verzoeken, kunnen 
toetreden. 
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In the programme, there were also short phrases regarding development 

cooperation and human rights. Referring to development cooperation, the PVV felt 

that ‘Our aid must be as operational as possible and in particular provide direct 

assistance to the people in need.’838 In the context of human rights, the PVV noted 

that ‘Belgium should be able to conduct an active human rights policy and should 

always unequivocally condemn violations of human rights anywhere in the world.’839 

Overall, the focus of the party programme was definitely on European cooperation 

and the European level in general. Flanders was also very much present, side by side 

with Belgium. 

4.3.3 The programme of the VLD in 1995 

After 1991, many changes took place both inside the party and in the political arena 

in general. In 1992, Guy Verhofstadt transformed the PVV into the VLD and tried 

to break the centre-left hold on government. According to Witte, Verhofstadt’s 

purpose was to present the VLD as the ‘third way’, which gives an alternative option 

between the traditional parties and the emerging extreme right wing parties.840 The 

new name, VLD (Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten; Flemish Liberals and 

Democrats), with the separate reference to Flanders, stressed the Flemish identity.841 

However, by 1995, major changes had happened also in a broader context: the fourth 

state reform had passed, and Belgium had become a federal state in 1993. 

Overall, the party programme of the VLD in 1995 was very short, containing only 

28 resolutions. It was titled ‘The Federal Government Programme of VLD’842. This 

may be because the regional election took place on the same day as the federal 

election (21 May 1995), and the VLD had the same kind of programme, similarly 

titled ‘The Flemish Government Programme of VLD’843. This section concentrates 

first on the federal government programme, although this presents several problems, 

 
838 Onze hulp moet zo operationeel mogelijk zijn en vooral directe bijstand verlenen aan de 
noodlijdende bevolking.  
839 België moet in staat zijn een actief mensenrechtenbeleid te voeren en moet zich steeds 
ondubbelzinnig uitspreken tegen mensenrechtenschendingen waar ook ter wereld. 
840 Witte Els (2009): Mechanisms of Post-War and Present-Day Political Systems. In Witte Els, 
Craeybeckx Jan, Meynen Alain (eds.): Political History of Belgium. From 1830 onwards, Academic 
and Scientific Publishers nv, Brussels. p. 428.  
841 Deschouwer Kris, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (2017): Party families in a split party 
system. In Deschouwer Kris (ed.): Mind the Gap. Political participation and representation in Belgium. 
Rowman&Littlefield International Ltd. London. p. 97. 
842 Het federaal Regeerprogramma van de VLD. 
843 Het Vlaams Regeerprogramma van de VLD. 



 

204 

mostly because the programme in 1995 was so short. However, this section attempts 

to clarify the main ideas regarding issues like EU politics. Naturally, a programme 

with six pages is not as fruitful as a programme with 42 pages (like the CVP’s 1995 

programme). Therefore, the Flemish government programme is also analysed in the 

following sections. 

4.3.3.1  Analysing two different programmes in 1995 

The political party programme of the VLD in 1995 was very different from those of 

the earlier years. First of all, it consisted of two different programmes and several 

resolutions. There were no chapters with regard to separate policies at all. In the 

federal programme, there was no discussion about the newly formed federal state of 

Belgium or future steps, such as whether the federal state would be enough or if it 

would be better to develop Belgium towards a confederal model. The reason for this 

omission might be that the party was content with the present situation. It did not 

see a reason to address the question more because Belgium had only just become a 

federal state. However, in the Flemish government programme, there were more 

obvious guidelines for deeper autonomy. 

Finally, there was an absence of cultural politics in the federal programme. There 

was no mention of culture, education, or even the Dutch language. The only 

references to culture or language were in the context of migration. Thus, there were 

resolutions concerning knowledge of the local language. However, in the Flemish 

government programme, there were also resolutions in the context of education. 

Thus, I decided to analyse both programmes. Therefore, the following sections 

concentrate on both the federal government programme and the Flemish 

government programme to gain a clear picture of the guidelines of the VLD 

regarding issues like culture and federalism. 

4.3.3.2  Belgium versus Flanders 

The political party programme of the VLD was very short in 1995, consisting of only 

28 resolutions with no separate chapters referring to different policy areas. However, 

Belgium was the focus of the federal government programme. There was no mention 

of Flanders, but this likely because there was a separate Flemish government 

programme in 1995 featuring Flanders. 
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There was only one mention of the regions in the federal programme. In the 

context of health care in resolution number 7, the VLD stated, ‘In this way, it will 

also put an end to the transfers in this sector between the North and the South of 

the country.’844 Here, the emphasis was on the northern and southern parts of the 

country. This is quite a strange expression because in 1995 there were officially three 

regions: Flanders, Walloon, and Brussels. The party could have used the official 

names of the regions and not an approximate definition. 

There was also a discussion about regions at the European level: ‘What we need 

is a Europe that recognises the individuality of peoples and regions and plays a role 

at international level and ensures the protection, security and interests of citizens.’845 

Here the emphasis was on highlighting regions at the international level. 

Belgium was mentioned several times in the text. In the context of migration 

policy in the resolution number 21, the VLD noted, ‘Therefore, granting a residence 

permit to foreign nationals who come to join migrants in Belgium for reason of 

marriage can be made dependant on prior conditions, including knowledge of the 

regional language.’846 Here the emphasis was also on the regional language. The VLD 

continued in resolution number 22: ‘Migrants working for a long time in Belgium 

are eligible for indefinite leave to remain.’847 Belgium was also in the focus of 

resolution number 23: ‘Foreigners from outside the European Union cannot exercise 

political rights in Belgium.’848 It is interesting that these examples, which highlight 

Belgium, reference foreigners outside of Belgium or EU. It seems that, at least in 

this context, Belgium refers to ‘us,’ and the ‘others’ are outside Belgium, but also 

outside the EU. A feeling of togetherness is implied particularly through Belgium, 

but also EU was mentioned. 

As mentioned above, in ‘The Flemish Government Programme of VLD’, which 

focused on Flanders and Flemish people, Flanders was the focus. Overall, issues 

relating more to Belgium than to Flanders, like migration or foreign policy were 

handled in the federal government programme but issues relating to Flanders, like 

 
844 Bovendien zal op die wijze een einde worden gesteld aan de transferten in deze sector tussen het 
Noorden en het Zuiden van het land. 
845 Wat wij nodig hebben is een Europa dat de eigenheid van volkeren en regio’s erkent en dat op 
internationaal vlak een rol speelt en de bescherming, de veiligheid en de belangen van de burgers 
waarborgt. 
846 Daarom kan het verlenen van een verblijfsvergunning aan vreemdelingen, die migranten in België 
komen vervoegen om reden van huwelijk, afhankelijk worden gesteld van voorafgaande voorwaarden, 
waaronder de kennis van de streektaal. 
847 Migranten, die geruime tijd in België werken, komen in aanmerking voor een verblijfsvergunning 
van onbepaalde tijd. 
848 Vreemdelingen van buiten de Europese Unie kunnen in België geen politieke rechten uitoefenen. 
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culture or domestic policy, were dealt with in the Flemish government programme. 

The presence of Belgium or Flanders depended on the issue being addressed. 

4.3.3.3  More autonomy in the party programmes of the VLD in 1995 

The VLD handled federalism and autonomy more in the Flemish government 

programme, but there were some mentions in the federal programme, such as in 

resolution number 15, which proposed one permanent regional police service.849 

Thus, the VLD saw that police forces should be regionalised further, and regionalism 

in at least this area should be deepened. 

In the Flemish programme, resolution number 35, the VLD states, 
 
The responsibilities of the federal and two large communities should be 
made homogeneous. Too many powers are shared today by several 
governments. This leads to the greatest confusion and unnecessary conflicts. 
In this context, the VLD supports the principle of the transmission of the 
‘residual powers’ to the communities. This means that the federal 
government is competent only in the areas that are explicitly given to it 
(defence, justice, monetary policy, federal taxation, basic social security 
services . . .), the authorities of the two large communities are responsible 
for all material. This is the basic principle that prevails in most large federal 
countries. It will also put an end to the abuse of transfers between the North 
and the South of the country.850 

 

This resolution made it clear that the VLD supported a deeper autonomy for the 

two communities. 

Regarding the two communities, the VLD wanted ‘these new steps towards a 

stable state structure to be made by direct negotiations between the two major 

 
849 Eén permanente regionale politiedienst.  
850 De bevoegdheidspaketten waarover de federale en de twee grote Gemeenschappen beschikken 
moeten homogeen worden gemaakt. Al te veel bevoegdheden worden vandaag gedeeld door meerdere 
overheden. Dit leidt tot de grootste verwarring en nodeloze conflicten. In dit verband is de VLD 
voorstander van het principe dat de ’residuaire bevoegdheden’ toekomen aan de Gemeenschappen. 
Dit betekent dat de federale overheid alleen bevoegd is over de materies die haar expliciet worden 
verleend (defensie, justitie, monetair beleid, federale fiscaliteit, basisvoorzieningen in de sociale 
zekerheid…), terwij de overheden van de twee grote Gemeenschappen bevoegd zijn voor alle materies. 
Dit is het basisprincipe dat in de meeste grote federale landen wordt gehuldigd. Het zal ook een einde 
maken aan de misbruiken inzake transferten tussen het Noorden en het Zuiden van het land. 
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communities. As a result, the federal government will be able to devote more 

attention to its tasks and assignments’851 Resolution number 36 clarified that 
 
The two main communities should have their own fiscal responsibility. 
Today the principle of federal consumption is still too great: The 
communities and regions are primarily concerned with expenditure; their 
income comes from the federal government, so that, it is the latter that bears 
the costs of the taxation. The VLD wants to change the Finance Act and 
give the other subareas their own responsibility to levy taxes. The public 
sector that wants to spend more has to impose more taxes on it and make 
its own residents pay for it.852 

 

This resolution made clear what VLD thought about further expanding 

autonomy. The VLD wanted the two communities to take responsibility for fiscal 

policy. 

Regarding Brussels, the VLD stated in resolution number 38, 
 
The VLD does not lose Brussels. As the capital of Flanders, Brussels needs 
appropriate structures. The strengthening of the status of the subregions in 
the new federal state structure must indeed be accompanied by the creation 
of a guaranteed representation and full equality of the Brussels Flemings in 
the institutions of the Brussels-Capital Region.853 

 

Brussels, as the capital of Flanders, was a very important issue for the VLD, and 

equal rights for Flemish-speaking people in Brussels were a major aspect. 

 
851 De VLD wil dat deze nieuwe stappen in de richting van een stabiele staatsstructuur gezet worden 
door rechtstreekse onderhandelingen tussen de twee grote Gemeenschappen. Zo zal de federale 
overheid zich beter kunnen wijden aan haar taken en opdrachten. 
852 De twee grote Gemeenschappen moeten een eigen fiscale verantwoordelijkheid krijgen. Vandaag 
heerst nog al te veel het principe van het consumptiefederalisme: de Gemeenschappen en Gewesten 
bekommeren zich in hoofdzaak om de uitgaven; hun inkomsten komen van de federale overheid, 
zodat het deze laatste is die de kosten draagt van de belastingheffing. De VLD wil de financieringswet 
wijzigen en de andere deelgebieden een eigen verantwoordelijkheid krijgen om belastingen te heffen. 
De overheid die dan meer wil uitgeven moet dan zelf maar meer belastingen heffen en de eigen 
ingezetenen doen betalen van dit beleid. 

853 De VLD laat Brussel niet los. Als hoofdstad van Vlaanderen, moet Brussel over geëigende 
structuren beschikken. Het versterken van het statuut van de deelgebieden in de nieuwe federale 
staatsstructuur moet inderdaad gepaard gaan met het creëren van een gewaarborgde 
vertegenwoordiging en volledige gelijkberechtiging van de Brusselse Vlamingen in de instellingen van 
het Brussels Hoofdstedelijk Gewest. 
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4.3.3.4  Cultural politics in 1995 

The VLD handled cultural issues mainly in its Flemish government programme, and 

thus quite briefly. As mentioned above, language issues relating to migration policy 

were dealt with in the federal government programme. However, the VLD notes in 

resolution number 19: ‘All citizens must be able to participate more easily in the 

cultural offer of their choice. Decentralisation and culture checks can promote 

this.’854 Resolution number 21 adds that 
 
the cable (or any other distribution channel) should be further liberalised. It 
is also necessary to create a legal framework for independent, private radios 
(large and small, non-lucrative and commercial) to enable them to operate 
in a professional manner with the same and equivalent means as public 
broadcasters . . . The monopoly situation in the regional televisions must be 
eliminated. Domestic production should be encouraged, not imposed.855 

 

Finally, resolution number 22 emphasised that ‘The Flemish audiovisual 

regulations must urgently be adapted to the European directives.’856 Thus, 

convergence with Europe was seen as crucial. 

4.3.3.5  Foreign policy in 1995 

The federal programme handled foreign policies in many resolutions. The VLD 

supported in Resolution 26b ‘the initiatives of the international community in 

building an international peace force.’857 In the context of the European level, the 

VLD stated, in Resolution number 27, ‘The further widening to Central and Eastern 

Europe and the deepening of European integration is, therefore, a priority for the 

VLD.’858 

 
854 Alle burgers moeten gemakkelijker kunnen deelnemen aan het cultuuraanbod van hun keuze. 
Decentralisatie en cultuurcheques kunnen dat bevorderen. 
855 Daarom moet de kabel (of enig ander distributiekanaal) verder geliberaliseerd worden. Tevens moet 
er voor de onafhankelijke, private radio's, (grote en kleine, niet-lucratieve en commerciële) een wettelijk 
kader gecreëerd worden dat ze in staat stelt met gelijke en evenwaardige middelen als de openbare 
omroepen op professionele wijze te opereren….De monopoliesituatie bij de regionale televisies moet 
worden opgeheven. Binnenlandse produkties moeten worden aangemoedigd, niet opgelegd. 
856 De Vlaamse audio-visuele regelgeving moet dringend worden aangepast aan de Europese 
richtlijnen. 
857 De VLD steunt dan ook de initiatieven van de internationale gemeenschap bij het uitbouwen van 
een internationale vredesmacht. 
858 De verdere verbreding naar Midden en Oost-Europa en de verdieping van de Europese integratie 
is dus een prioriteit voor de VLD. 
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As mentioned earlier the VLD also focused on regions and noted that Europe 

needs to recognise the individuality of peoples and regions.859 Thus, the VLD wanted 

to emphasise the regions on the European level and to increase the role of the 

regions in European politics. Finally, VLD notes: ‘The Flemish Community should 

be able to participate directly in the decision-making process within the European 

Union in areas falling within its competence.’860 This indicated the direction the VLD 

would ultimately pursue. It wanted regions and communities to be able to decide 

their own affairs and act as independent players in the EU – at least in those matters 

that fall within their competence. 

Regarding foreign policy, development aid was also addressed in the text. 

According to resolution number 28, the VLD felt that the official aid had to 

contribute to and also be dependent on the improvement of human rights, the 

introduction of democratic decision making and good governance.861 Overall, 

development aid was addressed at a universal level and did not reveal any surprising 

results. 

4.3.4 The programme of the Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats in 2010 

After the 1987 elections, the VLD was in the opposition until it finally won the 

federal elections in 1999, chaired by Guy Verhofstadt. The VLD became the largest 

Flemish party.862 With the November 2002 Declaration863, the VLD began the new 

millennium with its liberal foundations, adding some new themes, such as 

globalisation, an ageing population, and multicultural society. The VLD also opted 

to support an evolution towards a confederal Belgium in a strong and enlarged 

 
859 Wat wij nodig hebben is een Europa dat de eigenheid van volkeren en regio’s erkent en dat op 
internationaal vlak een rol speelt en de bescherming, de veiligheid en de belangen van de burgers 
waarborgt. 
860 De Vlaamse Gemeenschap moet voor die materies die tot haar bevoegdheid behoren rechtstreeks 
kunnen deelnemen aan de besluitvorming binnen de Europese Unie. 
861 Officiële hulpverlening moet bijdragen tot en kan afhankelijk gemaakt worden van de verbetering 
van de mensenrechten, van de invoering van democratische besluitvorming en van een behoorlijk 
bestuur. 
862 Dedecker Nicolas (2011): L’Open VLD. In Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie 
(eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles, Bruxelles. p. 129. 
863 Novemberverklaring 2002. 
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EU.864 Once more, the party changed its name, becoming the Open Flemish Liberals 

and Democrats (Open VLD) in 2007.865 

However, the 2007 federal elections were a fiasco for the Open VLD.866 

Although the cartel between the CD&V and N-VA became the biggest ‘party’ in 

Flanders,867 the Open VLD managed to join the government of Leterme I. Finally, 

conflict on institutional issues led to a situation where the Open VLD decided to 

leave government in spring 2010. In the end, the government collapsed due to 

disagreements over the BHV electoral district.868 After premature federal elections 

in June 2010, the situation did not improve; on the contrary, it escalated. Finally, 

after 541 days of negotiations, a new government was established in 2011 under the 

leadership of Elio Di Rupo (PS). The new government consisted of six political 

parties, including the Open VLD. 

4.3.4.1  Belgium versus Flanders in 2010 

The political party programme of the Open VLD in 2010 was as Belgium-oriented 

as well as Flanders-oriented. Actually, the focus was on ‘ons land’869.This was repeated 

throughout the entire programme, and it created a strong feeling of togetherness. 

On the macro level, there was ‘ons land,’ and on the micro-level, there was Flanders, 

which was handled specifically in some issues. The programme asked in the context 

of political structure, ‘Why is our country stuck, while the world is moving forwards? 

It has a lot, if not everything, to do with the outdated way we engage in politics, in 

several areas.’870 Here, the focus was on the whole of Belgium. It continues: 
 
We have systematically ploughed up a unitary state into a federal system in 
the last forty years. Our complex community compromises are not 
understood anymore in the world, but they have worked for a long time and 

 
864 www2.openvld.be. 
865 Deschouwer Kris, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (2017): Party families in a split party 
system. In Deschouwer Kris (ed.): Mind the Gap. Political participation and representation in Belgium. 
Rowman&Littlefield International Ltd. London. p. 97. 
866 Dedecker Nicolas (2011): L’Open VLD. In Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie 
(eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles. p. 139. 
867 Van Haute Emilie (2011): Volksunie, Nieuw-Vlaams Alliantie, Spirit, Vlaams-Progressief. In Delwit 
Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de 
l’Université de Bruxelles, Bruxelles. p. 205. 
868 Humes, Samuel (2014): Belgium. Long United, Long Divided. C. Hurst & Co, London. p. 216. 
869 Our country. 
870 Waarom is ons land vastgelopen, terwijl de wereld zo in beweging is? Het heft veel, zoniet alles, te 
maken met de verouderde manier waarop we aan politiek doen, op verschillende vlakken. 
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secured community peace. In this respect, Flanders has been given 
increasing autonomy and wealth in prosperity.871 

 

Later, the focus changed to Flanders. The same kind of trend continued in the 

programme. First, information about the situation in Belgium was presented: ‘The 

degree of poverty has increased in our country in recent years, despite the fact that 

since 2007 social spending increased by EUR 2 billion . . . Today, 15 % of Belgians 

live below the poverty line.’872 Later, the programme concentrated on the situation 

in Flanders: ‘Despite the time of crisis, Flanders still has thousands of open 

vacancies.’873 

In the context of migration policy, the Open VLD stated, ‘as elsewhere in 

Europe, migration must be organised properly in the interests of the citizens of this 

country and of the migrants themselves.’874 It later mentioned, ‘In Flanders, 

reference can be made to the existing integration obligation for newcomers.’875 Thus, 

in this context, there were two levels: the Belgium-level and the Flanders-level. 

However, there were also issues where the programme was totally concentrated 

on Belgium, or more precisely ‘ons land’. A good example of this can be found in the 

discussion of foreign policies (which are discussed in more detail later in this 

chapter). Whether the programme addressed issues at the European level or 

international level (NATO, UN, development aid), the focus was on Belgium. The 

same kind of trend is seen in the context of pension issues and environmental 

policies. There, the focus was on Belgium and Belgians. The Open VLD expressed 

that ‘In addition to the climate issue, the energy policy in our country is facing major 

challenges ahead. The most striking finding in 2010 is that the Belgian energy market 

is still not fully liberalised.’876 

 
871 We hebben ons land in de voorbije veertig jaar stelselmatig omgewormd van een unitaire staat naar 
een federaal system. Onze ingewikkelde communautaire compromissen begrijpt niemand in de wereld 
meer, maar ze hebben wel lang gewerkt en gezorgd voor communautaire vrede. Vlaanderen kreeg 
daarbij steeds meer autonomie en ging er in welvaart flink op vooruit. 
872 De armoedegraad is in ons land de laatste jaren nog gestegen, ondanks het feit dat de sociale 
uitgaven sedert 2007 met 2 miljard euro toenamen…Vandaag leeft 15% van de Belgen onder de 
armoedegrens.  
873 Ondanks de crisistijd telt Vlaanderen nog steeds duizenden openstaande vacatures. 
874 Migratie moet zoals elders in Europa fatsoenlijk georganiseerd worden, in het belang van de burgers 
van dit land en van de migranten zelf. 
875 In Vlaanderen kan verwezen worden naar de bestaande inburgeringsverplichting voor 
nieuwkomers.   
876 Naast de klimaatproblematiek en de internationale dimensie staat het energiebeleid in ons land de 
komende jaren voor belangrijke uitdagingen. De meest frappante vaststelling anno 2010 is dat de 
Belgische energiemarkt nog altijd niet volledig is geliberaliseerd. 
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Even though the emphasis was first on Belgium and Flanders, other regions were 

also mentioned in the party programme. The Open VLD noted in the very beginning 

of their party programme, ‘We must have courage to start a new start for this country 

. . . We can make the future. This can only be done if the forces are pooled instead 

of dividing them. Flemish, Brussels, and Walloon people will have to work 

together.’877 Here, the party wanted to restate all the regions in Belgium. There are 

people who live in Brussels and Wallonia; there are not only Flemish people in 

Belgium. For example, the Open VLD also stated, ‘youth unemployment is a specific 

problem for Wallonia where Flanders is suffering mainly from unemployment for 

the elderly.’878 This comparison highlighted the differences between these regions 

and helped create a vision of Belgium where different regions exist with different 

problems, not only Flanders. 

Overall, the focus was on ‘ons land’, Belgium, despite the fact that a lot of 

information about the situation in Flanders was included. Belgium, as a country, was 

in the background the entire time. Flanders was seen very important, but Belgium 

was at a core. Flanders was presented as a part of Belgium. 

4.3.4.2  ‘Ambition 2020: Independent and responsible regions’879 

The political party programme of the Open VLD strongly supported a confederal 

model. The Open VLD felt that ‘today’s reality is no longer working.’880 It proposed 

that ‘The solution of our budgetary, economic and social challenges is directly linked 

to state reform.’881 According to the programme, the key issues included i.a. a 

confederate model, where the centre of competence lies with the federated states, 

no separatism, regional corporate tax discounts, regional surcharges on personal 

income tax and finally large sections of social security remain at the confederal 

level.882 

 
877 We moeten durven een nieuwe start te nemen voor dit land…. We kunnen de toekomst maken. 
Dit kan alleen als de krachten gebundeld worden, in plaats van de verdelen. Vlamingen, Brusselaars 
en Walen zullen moeten samenwerken. 
878 Zo is jongerenwerkloosheid een specifiek probleem voor Wallonië daar waar Vlaanderen kampt 
met vooral ouderenwerkloosheid. 
879 Ambitie 2020: zelfstandige en verantwoordelijke regio’s. 
880 Maar de realiteit vandaag is dat ons staatkundig model niet langer werkt.  
881 De oplossing van onze begrotings-, economische en sociale uitdagingen is rechtstreeks verbonden 
met een staatshervorming. 
882 Een confederal model, waarbij het zwaartepunt van de bevoegdheden bij de deelstaten ligt, geen 
separatisme, regionale kortingen in de vennootschapsbelasting, regionale opcentiemen in 
personenbelasting, grote delen van sociale zekerheid blijven op confederal niveau. 
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Nevertheless, the Open VLD promoted the confederal model, desiring more 

independent regions and communities. The Open VLD wanted ‘a political 

agreement on the allocation of the additional costs of ageing between the federal 

government and the communities and regions.’883 It also wanted ‘to have a 

confederal base for corporate income tax, consisting of the same taxable base 

throughout the country, but with the possibility for the regions to grant rebates or 

subsidies.’884 

According to its political party programme, the Open VLD also believed in 

cooperation between all Belgians: ‘Open VLD believes in cooperation and dialogue 

between people and between language communities.’885 The programme declared 

that independence for Flanders was out of the question. The programme provided 

three principles with which to shape the confederal model: 1. the centre of gravity 

lies with the federated states, 2. the confederal model is a terminal station and no 

intermediate station to separatism, 3. the confederal model is founded on its own 

responsibility, transparent solidarity and confederal loyalty.886 The programme 

clearly stated, ‘For the Open VLD an independent Flanders, separatism or the 

division of the country is not the solution.’887 

Overall, the Open VLD saw the confederal model as the best solution to a new 

political model. It concluded, 
 
The history shows that neither federal nor confederal nature is sustainable, 
without its own responsibility, without any clear sense of solidarity between 
the subareas and without loyalty of the subareas. After the elections, there is 
a need for solutions, including for the community stalemate. The minds in 
French-speaking Belgium are maturing. Given the challenges we face, there 
is no time to lose. It is time to act now.888 

 
883 Een politiek akkoord over de verdeling van de extra kosten van de vergrijzing tussen de federale 
overheid en de gemeenschappen en gewesten. 
884 Open Vld wil een confederale sokkel voor de vennootschapsbelasting, bestaande uit eenzelfde 
belastbare grondslag in heel het land, maar met de mogelijkheid voor de gewesten kortingen of 
afcentiemen toe te staan. 
885 Open VLD gelooft in samenwerking en dialoog tussen mensen en tussen taalgemeenschappen.  
886 De volgende drie uitgangspunten geven voor Open VLD vorm aan het confederal model: het 
zwaartepunt komt te liggen bij de deelstaten, het confederaalmodel is een eindstation en geen 
tussenstation naar separatisme, het confederaal model is gestoeld op eigen verantwoordelijkheid, 
transparante solidariteit en confederale loyaliteit. 
887 Voor Open VLD is een onafhankelijk Vlaanderen, separatisme of de splitsing van het land geen 
oplossing. 
888 De geschiedenis leert dat geen enkel federaal noch confederaal staatsverband houdbaar is zonder 
eigen verantwoordelijkheid van de deelgebieden, zonder een transparante solidariteit tussen de 
deelgebieden en zonder loyaliteit van de deelgebieden. Na de verkiezingen moeten er oplossingen 
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Finally, Open VLD considered the following powers as jointly exercised in a 

confederal context: foreign affairs, defense, police, the basic organisation of justice 

and the basic legislation of the economic and monetary union.889 What is interesting 

is that the Open VLD made clear that this was the final stop — there was no 

possibility of moving towards an independent Flanders. Surprisingly, there was no 

mention of cultural politics in the programme. Language was mentioned briefly in 

the context of migration policy. According to the programme the person who wishes 

to obtain nationality must make an effort to learn the language.890  

However, it should be noted that culture was an area where autonomy had already 

been given in the 1970s. It certainly was not a new thing in 2010. There were other 

more important issues for the party. The new direction towards a confederal 

Belgium, for instance, took up a lot of space in the programme. 

4.3.4.3  Foreign policy in the party programme of the Open VLD in 2010 

In the context of foreign policy, the political party programme concentrated 

primarily on the European dimension as well as international cooperation. The party 

suggested, 
 
The new European setting will require a change in mentality. Our people in 
the European Parliament are already delivering strong democratic touch to 
policy. New initiatives become more relevant and of direct use for citizens. 
We need to give our citizens and businesses all opportunities to rebuild jobs 
and prosperity, by supporting European initiatives that strengthen 
competition and, among other things, greening our outlook on the future.891 
 
Competition must really play a part in the European single market, with 
Belgium fully complying with all the European obligations for the gas and 

 
komen, ook voor de communautaire impasse. De geesten in Franstalig België rijpen. Gezien de 
uitdagingen waarvoor we staan, is er geen tijd meer te verliezen. Het is nu tijd voor daden. 

889 Open VLD ziet volgende bevoegdheden als gezamenlijk uit te oefenen in confederaal verband: 
buitenlandse zaken, defensie, politie, de basisorganisatie van justitie, de basiswetgeving van de 
economische en monetaire unie. 

890 In elk geval dient degene die de nationaliteit wenst te bekomen zich in te spannen om de taal te 
leren… 
891 De nieuwe Europese setting zal van ons een mentaliteitswijziging vragen. Onze mensen in het 
Europees Parlement geven nu al een sterke democratische toets aan het beleid. Nieuwe initiatieven 
worden zo relevanter en directer van nut voor de burger. We moeten onze burgers en bedrijven alle 
kansen geven om opnieuw werk en welvaart te creëren, door Europese initiatieven te ondersteunen 
die de concurrentie versterken en o.m. onze blik op de toekomst vergroenen.  
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electricity markets in order to make citizens pay a more reasonable price. 
Belgium should have courage to reflect on its own place in the adapted 
Europe and the world. We need a stronger focus on our economic 
diplomacy and attracting foreign investment.892 

 

Thus, the programme took a stance in support of European cooperation in many 

ways. The party expressed that ‘The Common Foreign and Security Policy for EU 

should be further strengthened.’893 Finally, the programme summarised that the 

focus is on foreign missions under the UN, NATO and EU.894 

Overall, the party programme of 2010 put focus on the confederal model. 

However, even though the Liberals wanted to gain more power for Flanders, the 

role of Belgium and cooperation between all Belgians were emphasised. Most of all, 

the independence of Flanders was out of question.  

4.4 Towards Independent Flanders. Analysing Party 
Programmes from the People’s Union to the N-VA 

4.4.1 The programme of the People’s Union in 1971 

The time after World War II was indeed crucial for the Flemish Movement as many 

political organisations, including the VU, were established.895 The formation of the 

VU in 1954 disrupted the stable party system in Belgium. According to van Haute, 

during its first year of existence, the VU held a monopoly on plans related to the 

defence of Flemish interests. The party programme guideline was ‘Flanders first.’ 

The breakthrough of the VU in the 1960s was clearly bound to the inability of 

 
892 Concurrentie moet echt spelen op de Europese interne markt, waarbij België integraal alle Europese 
verplichtingen voor de gas- en elektriciteitsmarkt moet naleven om de burger een redelijker prijs te 
laten betalen. België moet durven nadenken over haar eigen plaats in het aangepaste Europa en de 
wereld. We moeten een sterkere focus leggen op onze economische diplomatie en het aantrekken van 
buitenlandse investeringen. 
893 Het Gemeenschappelijk Buitenlands en Veligheidsbeleid v/d EU dient verder versterkt.  
894 Buitenlandse opdrachten in het kader van VN, NAVO en EU blijven voor Open VLD de ‘core 
business’ van de Belgische Krijgsmacht. 
895 Prinsloo Riana (2001): Subnationalism in a cleavaged Society with reference to the Flemish 
Movement since 1945. pp. 147-148.  
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traditional parties to meet regionalist demands.896 Thus, the focus was clearly on 

Flanders. This becomes clear in the VU’s 1971 party programme. 

4.4.1.1  Maak ons nóg sterker — Make us even stronger 

The party programme of the VU handled Belgium as its own country but from the 

perspective of Flanders. It was very Flanders-oriented. The programme was titled, 

‘Make us even stronger,’897 and this ‘us’ referred to the Flemish people. The main 

idea was that Belgium should be divided so that federalism could develop. This was 

made clear from the very beginning of the programme, which reads, ‘We especially 

wish for peace and understanding in this country: in our view, this can only be made 

possible by allowing each community to look after its own affairs as much as 

possible.’898 The programme handled both Flanders’ situation and Wallonia’s 

situation but from Flanders perspective: ‘In the unitary state system, the unjust 

favouritism of Wallonia in terms of government appropriations must end (globally, 

Wallonia receives 58% for 38% of the population).’899 

Flanders was clearly at the forefront. Belgium and Wallonia were mentioned 

several times, but the real issue was Flanders and how to improve the situation in 

Flanders. In the context of social security, the programme stated, ‘Social security 

must be federalised. The federalisation of social security in Belgium would release 

around 10 billion a year for the Flemish community, which should primarily benefit 

lower-income groups.’900 

There was also a comparison between Flanders and the rest of the country, an 

‘us against others’ mindset. Discussing the Flemish Movement, the programme 

states, 
 

 
896 Van Haute Emilie (2011): Volksunie, Nieuw-Vlaams Alliantie, Spirit, Vlaams-Progressief. In Delwit 
Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de 
l’Université de Bruxelles,Bruxelles. pp. 210-211.  
897 Maak ons nóg sterker. 
898 Wij vooral wensen vrede en verstandhouding in dit land: dit kan ons inziens alleen maar mogelijk 
gemaakt worden door iedere gemeenschap zoveel mogelijk toe te laten haar eigen zaken zelf te 
behartigen.  
899 In het unitaire staatsverband moet een einde komen aan de onrechtvaardige bevoordeliging van 
Wallonië voor wat betreft de overheidskredieten (globaal ontvangt Wallonië 58% voor 38% van de 
bevolking). 
900 De sociale zekerheid moet worden gefederaliseerd. De federalisering van de sociale zekerheid in 
België zou voor de Vlaamse gemeenschap om en bij de 10 miljard per jaar vrijmaken, een bedrag dat 
op de eerste plaats aan de lagere inkomensgroepen ten goede moet komen. 
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The vital opposition of the VU has led the Flemish Movement in this 
country to push through several of its objectives in recent years despite the 
inertia and opposition of French-speaking and Belgian-centralist powers 
(including the transfer of Leuven, the division of the V.U.B…901).902 

 

In this sentence, a Flemish side and another side can be seen. The text continues: 

‘Thanks to the continued pressure of the [VU], the state reform was also tackled but, 

due to the fault of the traditional parties, turned into a constitutional revision 

detrimental to Flanders.’903 It also touched on plans for the future: 
 
In the near future, it will require even further vigilance on the part of 
Flemings and the People’s Union to turn the essential requirements of the 
Flemish community into achievements and to prevent the Belgian system 
from halting the progress of the Flemish community in this country.904 

 

Here, there is a clear contradiction between the Flemish community and the 

Belgian system. 

In the context of education, the programme continued the same direction: 

‘Belgian education is largely copied from France. In many ways, Belgian education is 

not adapted to the Flemish situation. Flanders should be able to take its own path in 

this regard.’905 Here, Belgium was seen in opposition to Flanders, aligned with 

France. Flanders was seen almost as a separate area that should go its own way. In 

the context of foreign policy, the same kind of trend continues. Overall, in the 

programme, there was Flanders and its interests above all else. In the end, the VU 

returned to its programme tagline: ‘It is clearly proven that only political power 

 
901 Vrije Universiteit Brussel is the Dutch speaking university in Brussels, which split from French 
speaking Université libre de Bruxelles in 1970.  
902 Door de vitale oppositie van de Volksunie heeft de Vlaamse beweging in dit land de jongste jaren 
verschillende van haar doelstellingen erdoor gedrukt ondanks de inertie en het verzet van franstalige 
en belgisch-centralistische machten (o.m. de overheveling van Leuven, de splitsing van de V.U.B…). 
903 Dank zij de voortdurende druk van de Volksunie werd ook de staatshervorming aangepakt maar 
door de schuld van de traditionele partijen omgebogen in een voor Vlaanderen nadelige 
grondwetsherziening. 
904 Het zal in de nabije toekomst vanwege de Vlamingen en van de Volksunie nog meer scherpe 
waakzaamheid vragen om de essentiële eisen van de Vlaamse gemeenschap om te zetten in 
verwezenlijkingen en om het Belgisch bestel te beletten de vooruitgang van de Vlaamse gemeenschap 
in dit land tegen te houden. 
905 Het Belgisch onderwijsstelsel is voor een groot deel afgekeken op Frankrijk. In vele opzichten is 
het Belgisch onderwijs niet aangepast aan de Vlaamse situaties. Vlaanderen moet in dit opzicht zijn 
eigen weg kunnen gaan.  
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counts: Therefore, make us even stronger. Only a resounding Volksunie victory will 

move the traditional Flemish party politicians in motion.’906 

4.4.1.2  Baas in eigen huis — vrede door federalisme907 

The VU made it clear from the very first page of its programme that it worked for 

federalism. The federalist idea floated above the programme from the beginning to 

the end. As mentioned, the first sentences of the party programme state, 
 
In particular, we wish peace and understanding in this country: In our view, 
this can only be achieved by allowing each community, as far as possible, to 
defend its own affairs.908 

 
The development of this boss-in-own-house principle will allow us to create 
more democratised structures and to bring politics closer to the citizen.909 

 
Federalism also implies that important guarantees are given to allow 
ideological and philosophical minorities to reach their full potential.910 

 

The programme also presented the idea of federalism it stood for: 
 
In concrete terms, the autonomy of the two communities in Belgium must 
consist of delegating legislative, executive and judicial powers to the 
federated states in the fields of culture, regional economy, housing, family, 
spatial planning, public works, education, agriculture…911 

 

The programme dealt with federalism and its positive elements, whether handling 

language issues, economy, or social security. Regarding language issues, VU sees, that 

 
906 Duidelijk is bewezen dat alleen politieke macht geldt: Maak ons daarom nog sterker. Alleen een 
klinkende Volksunie-overwinning zal de traditionele Vlaamse partijpolitiekers in beweging brengen. 
907 Boss in your own home: Peace through federalism.  
908 Wij vooral wensen vrede en verstandhouding in dit land: dit kan ons inziens alleen maar mogelijk 
gemaakt worden door iedere gemeenschap zoveel mogelijk toe te laten haar eigen zaken zelf te 
behartigen. 
909 De uitbouw van dit baas-in-eigen-huis beginsel zal ook toelaten meer gedemocratiseerde structuren 
te scheppen en de politiek dichter bij de burger te brengen. 
910 Federalisme houdt ook in dat belangrijke waarborgen worden gegeven om ideologische en 
filosofische minderheden toe te laten zich volledig te ontplooien. 
911 Concreet moet de autonomie van de twee volksgemeenschappen in België bestaan in het 
overdragen van bevoegdheden op wetgevend, uitvoerend en rechterlijk vlak aan de deelstaten op het 
gebied van cultuur, streekeconomie, huisvesting, gezin, ruimtelijke ordening, openbare werken, 
onderwijs, landbouw… 
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in every federated state, French or Dutch is the government language. However, in 

the capital area, the two languages are equal, and in the German-speaking area, 

German is the official language.912 For the VU, it was of crucial importance that 

French and Dutch be equal languages in Belgium. This was understandable given the 

struggles that had been undertaken historically for the Dutch language to achieve 

equality with the French language. However, the programme still supported the 

authority of the central government on certain issues: ‘We accept the power of the 

central authority in the field of foreign policy, general economic policy, public 

finance and defence.’913 The party programme also took a stance regarding the Voer-

region914 noting that it remains Dutch-speaking without facilities.915 

Finally, there is also a reference to Brussels as a capital: ‘Brussels is not a third 

community in Belgium: the people of Brussels are either Flemings or Walloons.’916 

The programme introduced some ideas concerning the Brussels area: ‘In our view, 

Brussels should be limited to the 19 municipalities of the agglomeration. In the 

economic sphere, the Brussels competence should also be restricted to the 19 

municipalities.’917 Thus, the text emphasised that Brussels was not its own 

community. 

Federalism was strongly present in the party programme. The party programme 

defended federalism and stressed the importance of communities handling their own 

affairs in certain situations. Although some issues required the authority of the 

central government, for instance, in the field of foreign policy, it was important to 

be ‘the boss at home.’ 

4.4.1.3  Cultural politics in the party programme of the VU in 1971 

At the beginning of the 1970s, cultural policy was widely discussed. The first state 

reform in 1970 had created three communities (Francophone, Dutch-speaking and 

German). The VU felt that ‘cultural communities should be able to raise their own 

 
912 In iedere deelstaat is resp. het Frans en het Nederlands de overheidstaal; in het hoofdstedelijk gebied 
zijn beide talen gelijk; in het Duitse gebied is het Duits de officiële taal.  
913 Daartegenover aanvaarden wij de bevoegdheid van het centraal gezag op het gebied van de 
buitenlandse politiek, algemeen-economische politiek, openbare financiën en landsverdediging. 

914 The region merged in 1976 into one administrative municipality ‘Voeren’. 
915 De Voerstreek blijft nederlands zonder faciliteiten. 
916 Brussel is geen derde gemeenschap in België: de brusselaars zijn ofwel Vlamingen ofwel Walen. 
917 Brussel moet in onze visie beperkt blijven tot de 19 gemeenten van de agglomeratie. Ook op 
economisch gebied moet de brusselse bevoegdheid tot de 19 gemeenten worden beperkt. 
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budget from the proceeds of their own resources collected.’918 The programme 

emphasised that the 
 
VU wants to renegotiate after the elections in order to achieve a cultural pact 
as soon as possible. However, it wishes to be fully involved in the ex-ante 
negotiations and for a new agreement to be discussed immediately after the 
elections.919 

 
The VU expects the government to ensure an improved cultural 
infrastructure, which needs to be implemented in a strong and pluralistic 
way.920 

 

As can be seen above, the culture pact was extremely important to the party. It 

wanted to improve it right after the elections, and it expected that the government 

would also commit strongly to the project. 

In the party programme, the VU also took a stance on ideology in broadcasting: 

‘In the management of the B.R.T921, the Volksunie wants to see all ideological and 

political orientations.’922 Dutch culture was regarded as a very important topic, and 

its spread and growth923 crucial: ‘The Dutch-speaking and the French-speaking 

cultural community must be able to conclude legally binding cultural treaties with 

the rest of the world.’924 In the context of education, the political party programme 

underlined the autonomy: 
 
Every cultural community has autonomy in all educational matters, except 
in relation to school peace and the equivalence of diplomas.925 

 
918 Bovendien moeten de cultuurgemeenschappen hun begroting kunnen spijzen uit de opbrengst van 
eigen zelf geïnde middelen. 
919 De Volksunie wil opnieuw onderhandelen na de verkiezingen om zo vlug mogelijk een cultuurpakt 
tot stand te brengen. Ze wenst echter volwaardig betrokken te worden in de onderhandelingen vooraf 
en wil over een nieuw akkoord praten onmiddellijk na de verkiezingen. 
920 De Volksunie gaat ervan uit dat de overheid moet zorgen voor een verbeterde culturele 
infrastructuur, die krachtig en op pluralistische grondslag moet worden doorgevoerd. 
921 Belgische Radio- en Televisieomroep (BRT; 1960–1991).  
922 In het beheer van de B.R.T. wil de Volksunie alle ideologische en politieke strekkingen 
vertegenwoordigd zien. 
923 Uitstraling nederlandse cultuur.  
924 De nederlandstalige en de franstalige cultuurgemeenschap moeten ertoe in staat zijn rechtsgeldige 
culturele verdragen met het buitenland af te sluiten. 
925 Iedere cultuurgemeenschap regelt autonoom alle onderwijszaken behalve wat betrekking heeft op 
de schoolvrede en de gelijkwaardigheid van de diploma's. 
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The federalisation process can be delayed if the so-called ideological 
minorities feel threatened in Flanders and Wallonia, respectively. The plan 
of education pact must respect the autonomy of both peoples…926 

 

As seen above, in the context of education, there was also a comparison to France 

and an insinuation that Belgium was connected to France in this context. Flanders, 

on the other hand, did not benefit from this connection — it was better for Flanders 

to go in the other direction. There was again this ‘us versus others’ dichotomy, 

meaning Flanders versus the rest of Belgium. On the other hand, VU acknowledged 

that it is important to respect the autonomy of both peoples; Flemish and Walloons. 

The programme also emphasised the importance of Dutch culture: 
 
The VU wants a joint Supreme Council for the Dutch Culture to be set up 
as soon as possible, which would, among other things, give a solution to the 
spelling issue. This Council will also promote the image of Dutch culture, 
including in French Flanders.927 

 

The VU’s party programme also reminded about the student protest in 1968 and 

addressed the issues concerning a university wishing for universities to have 

sufficient autonomy and more democratic participatory structures.928  

The programme took a stance also to the situation of Leuven929, regarding ‘The 

accelerated transfer of the French Leuven University as part of a set timetable . . . 

the VU wants to have a proper cost estimate for the U.C.L.930 without favouritism 

and implantation of a French faculty of medicine in Wallonia.’931 These sentences 

 
926 Het federaliseringsproces kan worden vertraagd indien de zgn. ideologische minderheden zich resp. 
in Vlaanderen en in Wallonië daardoor mochten bedreigd voelen. Het te ontwerpen onderwijspakt 
moet de autonomie van beide volken eerbiedigen…. 
927 De Volksunie wil dat zo vlug mogelijk een gezamenlijke Hoge Raad voor de Nederlandse Cultuur 
zou komen, die o.m. aan de spellingskwestie een durende oplossing zou geven. Deze Raad zal ook de 
uitstraling van de Nederlandse cultuur o.m. in Frans-Vlaanderen stimuleren. 
928 Na de studentencontestatie van 1968 en de toenemende inspraakbehoeften op alle vlakken wenst 
de Volksunie dat: de universiteiten over voldoende autonomie en democratischer inspraakstructuren 
beschikken.  
929 The Flemish language claims were almost constantly at the center of the Belgian politics in the 
beginning of 1960s. Finally, in 1968 the strong Flemish student protests and a mass demonstration of 
the Flemish Movement, imposed the transfer of the French-speaking Catholic University of Louvain 
in Walloon Brabant. The Flemish-speaking Katholieke Universiteit Leuven remained in Leuven. (Witte 
Els and Meynen Alain (2006): De Geschiedenis van België na 1945. Standaard Uitgeverij, Antwerpen. 
pp. 100-101.)  
930 Université Catholique de Louvain. 
931 De versnelde overheveling van franse universiteit Leuven in het kader van een vastgesteld 
tijdschema…De Volksunie wil een juiste kostenraming voor de U.C.L. zonder bevoordeliging en een 
inplanting van een franse faculteit geneeskunde in Wallonia. 
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reveal the contrast between Dutch-speaking and French-speaking Belgium when 

they mention favouring the French-speaking side. All these events, which took place 

in Leuven at the end of the 1960s, had an impact. 

4.4.1.4  Taalstrijd, sociale strijd — Language conflict, social conflict 

At the end of its discussion of cultural issues, the programme addresses the language 

issue.  The programme started the chapter with very provocative words: ‘We have 

already touched on how the VU wishes to shut down the undemocratic disadvantage 

of Flemish people and interests; briefly our requirements are repeated here (the 

Brussels requirements can be found in the Brussels chapter).’932 The section goes on 

to state its requirements, starting with administrative matters: ‘The Language Law on 

Administrative Procedures should be applied and where necessary amended: overall 

language frameworks should be implemented everywhere . . . The limits of the fields 

of application are adapted to the competence of the language frameworks.’933 

The programme also took a stance on the language border and presented some 

areas that should be returned to Flanders.934 The party programme continued with 

requirements concerning language issues. Some of them were quite radical, like one 

seen in the next sentences: ‘The Volksunie wants to abolish the facilities along both 

sides of the language border. The Language Act on Education needs to be amended: 

Abolition of all facilities for French-language education. Business and commerce will 

be thoroughly Dutchised...’935 The requirements were significant, and they had an 

impact on all areas of life, from business to army936. 

Overall, language issues and the position of the Dutch language was considered 

very important. It was definitely something to fight for. In the larger context, the 

language’s status and how one could use it affected one’s life and status. If your 

 
932 In de voorgaande punten werd reeds aangeraakt hoe de Volksunie de ondemocratische benadeling 
van Vlaamse mensen en belangen wil uitschakelen.We herhalen hier kort onze eisen (de eisen voor 
Brussel vindt U onder het hoofdstuk Brussel). 
933 De taalwet inzake bestuurszaken moet worden toegepast en waar nodig gewijzigd: overal moeten 
taalkaders worden ingevoerd… De grenzen van de toepassingsgebieden worden aangepast aan de 
bevoegdheid van de taalkaders.  
934 Komen-Moeskroen-Edingen en de platdietse streek moeten terug naar Vlaanderen.  
935 De Volksunie wil de faciliteiten langs beide zijden van de taalgrens afschaffen. De taalwet onderwijs 
moet aangepast: afschaffing van alle faciliteiten voor franstalige onderwijs. Het bedrijfsleven en het 
handelsleven zullen grondig worden vernederlandst… 
936 Taalkaders in de strijdkrachten zijn in onze optie een noodzaak voor de democratisering van de 
legerstructuren en een bescherming van het gediscrimineerd Vlaams legerkader.  
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language is discriminated against, so are you. A language battle easily becomes a 

social battle. 

4.4.1.5  Vlaanderen in Europa en de wereld — Flanders in Europe and the world 

In the context of foreign policy, the party programme emphasised the role of 

Flanders. In fact, there was no mention of Belgium at all, only Flanders. The party 

programme focused on Europe, Benelux cooperation, and NATO, as well as on the 

development cooperation. The programme emphasised the relationship with the 

Netherlands: ‘It goes without saying that the Volksunie wants to deepen and broaden 

cooperation with the Netherlands. Above all Benelux area is a designated force field 

for this purpose: In particular, cultural and economic cooperation can be established 

through this.’937 

According to the VU’s party programme, the attitude towards European 

unification was very positive. Even the title of the foreign policy section read, 

‘Flanders in Europe and in the world.’938 It emphasised ‘the nations of Europe’939 

and stated, 
 
The political unification of the European states will take place on a people’s 
and federal basis. The structures of the EEC940 and other European 
institutions must be able to be democratised and monitored. It goes without 
saying that our vision requires a common European fiscal and monetary 
action.941 

 

In the context of defence policy, the VU stated, 
 
For relaxation and peace in Europe, every step must be taken. The 
Volksunie, therefore, welcomes the proposal to the European Security 

 
937 De Volksunie wil uiteraard dat de samenwerking met Nederland verdiept en uitgebreid wordt. 
Vooral het zgn. Beneluxmiddengebied is daartoe een aangewezen krachtveld: door vooral kan culturele 
en economische samenwerking tot stand komen.  
938 Vlaanderen in Europa en de wereld. 
939 Europa der volken. 
940 European Economic Community. 
941 De politieke eenmaking van de Europese staten zal op volkse en federale grondslag gebeuren. De 
structuren van de E.E.G. en andere Europese instellingen moeten gedemocratiseerd en gecontroleerd 
kunnen worden. Uiteraard is in onze visie een gemeenschappelijk Europees fiscaal en monetair 
optreden noodzakelijk. 
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Conference on the condition that all proposals (including NATO’s proposal 
for mutual weapons reduction) may be on the agenda.942 

 
The same federal principle applies at the global level. The Volksunie also 
calls for international recognition of the peoples’ struggle for their own 
autonomy (East Pakistan).943 

 

This is a very interesting sentence. There VU took the idea of autonomy one step 

further to the international and global level. 

The VU took the same positive attitude towards development cooperation. It 

stressed the right to self-determination and stated that it considered ‘development 

cooperation as a means of promoting the right to self-determination and social 

progress of the oppressed peoples of the third world. Development cooperation is 

liberation cooperation.’944 The VU felt that developing countries must not be made 

more European945; their own special features should be respected. In the context of 

development cooperation, there is a clear connection to discussions about Flanders 

and its right to decide its own issues; the right to self-determination is an essential 

goal in both cases. 

Overall, European politics did not get a lot of attention in the aktieplan (action 

plan); only the last page mentioned foreign politics at all. However, there were at 

least two important matters to notice: firstly, the attitude towards the unification of 

Europe was very positive, and secondly, it was stressed that political unification of 

the European states should be federally based and stemming from the people. 

4.4.2 ‘Future plans for Flanders’ in 1991 

The 1980s was a difficult decade for the VU as the electoral results were constantly 

declining. In 1985, the VU lost more than 100,000 electors but was still the fourth 

 
942 Voor de ontspanning en de vrede in Europa moet iedere stap worden benut. De Volksunie staat 
daarom positief tegenover het voorstel tot de Europese veiligheidsconferentie op voorwaarde dat alle 
voorstellen (o.m. ook het NAVO-voorstel voor wederzijdse wapenvermindering) op de agenda 
kunnen staan. 
943 Op wereldvlak geldt hetzelfde federale principe. De Volksunie vraagt overigens internationale 
erkenning van de strijd der volken voor hun eigen autonomie (Oost-Pakistan). 
944 De Volksunie beschouwt de ontwikkelingssamenwerking als een aangewezen middel om het recht 
op zelfbeschikking en op sociale vooruitgang van de verdrukte volken van de derde wereld te 
bevorderen. Ontwikkelingssamenwerking is bevrijdingssamenwerking.  
945 Ontwikkelingshulp mag geen europeanisering zijn. 
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biggest Flemish party.946 According to van Haute, the VU opted to take a centre-

right position until the mid-1960s, before moving to the centre in the 1970s and 

endorsing left-leaning liberal positions from the late 1980s.947 Thus, from the late 

1970s onward, the party’s internal situation was very sensitive, even fragile. 

The party changed its name in 1989 from the People’s Union (VU) to the People’s 

Union–Flemish Free Democrats (Volksunie–Vlaamse Vrije Demokraten, VU–

VVD)948 because it wanted to take a step in a more ideologically liberal direction. 

Some members of the party later moved to the VLD, as did the chairman Jaak 

Gabriëls in 1992.949 

However, before Belgium became a federal state in 1993, the VU-VVD was in 

government together with the PSC, CVP, PS, and SP from May 1988 until March 

1992.950 The zakboekje, which is analysed in the following section, contains six 

guidelines for the blueprint of Flanders, according to the preface of the book, 

concentrating on the ‘attention to the Flemish identity, social justice, tolerance, 

independence, peace and a viable future.’951 

4.4.2.1  Focus on Flanders in 1991 

The purpose of the zakboekje952 was to provide a ‘blueprint’ for Flanders. This 

emphasises the point that the focus of the text was on Flanders. This was a case 

throughout the text. Every aspect was presented from the Flemish point of view, 

and Flanders was at the forefront. In the context of tolerance, the VU-VVD uses 

strong words: ‘Flemings know only too well how humiliating it is not to be able to 

speak your own language, not to be able to practise your culture or to be a victim of 

persecution and fanaticism because of religion, philosophy of life, political or social 

 
946 Van Haute Emilie (2011): Volksunie, Nieuw-Vlaams Alliantie, Spirit, Vlaams-Progressief. In Delwit 
Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de 
l’Université de Bruxelles. Bruxelles. pp. 203-210.  
947 Ibid. pp. 212-213.  
948 Krouwl André (2012): Party Transformations in European Democracies. State University of New 
York Press, Albany. p. 295.  
949 Van Haute Emilie (2011): Volksunie, Nieuw-Vlaams Alliantie, Spirit, Vlaams-Progressief. In Delwit 
Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de 
l’Université de Bruxelles. Bruxelles. pp. 208-211. 
950 Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilile (eds.) (2011): Les partis politiques en 
Belgique. Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles, Bruxelles. p. 347.  
951 Aandacht voor de Vlaamse identiteit, sociale rechtvaardigheid, verdraagzaamheid, 
onafhankelijkheid, vrede en een leefbare toekomst. 
952 Notebook. 
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commitment.’953 Flemish people were definitely in the forefront, and Flanders, the 

number one priority. 

However, there were some references to Belgium and Wallonia as well. The 

zakboekje states in its preface that ‘Our country was irreversibly and fundamentally 

reformed into a federal state. After many years of forced coexistence, Flanders and 

Wallonia are almost free to control themselves.’954 It goes on, referring to the same 

subject: ‘No more than 20 years ago, Belgium was an obsolete unitary state. Each 

decision was taken in Brussels. Flemings, who were always the majority, could hardly 

play a significant role. Today we live in a federal state.’955 Thus, Belgium was 

mentioned, but the freedom of Flemish people was the focus. Belgium, as a unitary 

state, was seen almost like a prison. 

The same kind of polarity between Flanders and Wallonia appears later in the text 

in the context of social security: ‘Thanks to continuous pressure from the VU 

political groups in the Chamber and the Senate, the imbalance between Flanders and 

Wallonia could be partially settled in the distribution of the budget in clinical 

biology.’956 This section was accompanied by a little cartoon where the character of 

social security is featured saying ironically, ‘The francophones may feel worse than 

the Flemish people as they come here, but they’re usually feeling better when they 

leave.’957 The focus here was the confrontation between Flanders and Wallonia, 

where Wallonia and francophones usually received more than Flanders and Flemish-

speaking people. 

Thus, the focus was on Flanders, even in the context of foreign policy. The text 

says that ‘Flanders has a tradition of peaceful cooperation. The “Never More War” 

— shout affects us all.’958 Therefore, everything begins from a Flemish perspective. 

Later in the programme, the emphasis is on Belgium in the context of the arms trade: 

‘That is why we put restrictions on the Belgian arms trade . . . Our country can take 

 
953 Vlamingen weten maar al te goed hoe vernederend het is je eigen taal niet te mogen spreken, je 
kultuur niet te kunnen beleven of omwille van godsdienst, levensbeschouwing, politiek of sociaal 
engagement slachtoffer te zijn van vervolging en fanatisme. 
954 Ons land werd onomkeerbaar en fundamenteel hervormd tot een federale staat. Vlaanderen en 
Wallonië kunnen, na jarenlang gedwongen samenleven, bijna zichzelf in vrijheid besturen. 
955 Nog geen twintig jaar geleden was België een verouderde unitaire staat. Elke beslissing werd in 
Brussel genomen. Vlamingen, die er steeds de meerderheid vormden, konden er nauwelijks een rol 
van betekenis spelen. Vandaag leven we in een federaal land. 
956 Dankzij niet-aflatende druk van de VU-fracties in Kamer en Senaat kon het onevenwicht tussen 
Vlaanderen en Wallonië in de verdeling van de begroting klinische biologie gedeeltelijk rechtgetrokken 
worden. 
957 De francofonen mogen er dan al slechter aan toe zijn dan de vlamingen als ze hier binnenkomen 
maar ze zijn er meestal beter aan toe als ze hier buitengaan.  
958 Vlaanderen heeft een traditie van vredevolle samenwerking. De 'Nooit Meer Oorlog'- kreet raakt 
ons allen. 
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the lead and must convert the arms industry to a peace industry.’959 Later, the text 

concentrates again on the regions, noting, 
 
Employment in the Western arms industry must be secured by a transition 
to a peace industry . . . In our country, the regions should take responsibility 
here. On the Walloon side, one thinks otherwise: the arms industry must 
there anyway retain its market. In the absence of a decisive peace-loving and 
unified Flemish position, the federal government gave in to the Walloon 
blackmail.960 

 

Here is a clear reference to and criticism of Wallonia and its industry. The 

criticism went even further in the preface of the text, referring first to the arms 

industry in Wallonia and later to the existence of Belgium: 
 
We wished not to give in to the blackmail of Wallonia in favour of the arms 
industry. The Flemish coalition partners CVP and SP have been able to do 
so, and, are therefore partly responsible for the continuation of the 
murderous arms trade… Also, on the Flemish side, there are many open 
questions which ask under which conditions the two peoples in this country 
can still live together. This can be the basis for a dialogue between two 
mature nations. No one can reverse the clock anymore.961 

 

Here, the question is not only how the people in Flanders or Wallonia think but 

also if Belgium even has a future, and if it has, on what conditions. 

However, Flanders remained in focus in the context of fairness to the Third 

World: ‘Wealthy Flanders must assume its responsibility towards the Third 

World.’962 This was also very unique because political party programmes typically 

refer to the state (Belgium) when talking about development cooperation and 

development aid to the Third World. But in this case of the VU–VVD, the focus, 

 
959 Daarom leggen we de Belgische wapenhandel aan banden...Ons land kan hierin het voortouw 
nemen en moet zijn wapenindustrie ombouwen tot een vredesindustrie. 
960 De werkgelegenheid in de Westerse wapenindustrie moet veilig gesteld worden door een 
omschakeling naar een vredesindustrie...In ons land moeten de Gewesten hier hun 
verantwoordelijkheid nemen. Langs Waalse kant denkt men daar anders over: de wapenindustrie moet 
daar hoe dan ook zijn afzetmarkt behouden. Bij gebrek aan een kordaat vredelievende en eensgezinde 
Vlaamse houding gaf de federale regering toe aan de Waalse chantage. 
961 Wij wensten niet toe te geven aan de Waalse chantage ten voordele van de wapenindustrie. De 
Vlaamse koalitiepartners CVP en SP plooiden wel, en zijn hierdoor mee verantwoordelijk voor het 
verderzetten van de moorddadige wapenhandel… Ook aan Vlaamse zijde vragen velen zich openlijk 
af onder welke voorwaarden de twee volkeren in dit land nog verder kunnen samenleven. Dit kan de 
basis vormen voor een gesprek tussen twee volwassen naties. Niemand kan de klok nog terugdraaien. 
962 Het rijke Vlaanderen moet zijn verantwoordelijkheid ten aanzien van de Derde Wereld opnemen. 
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even in these matters, is on Flanders. Only in the context of the arms trade did the 

text concentrated on Belgium. In fact, in the context of the arms trade, the focus 

was mainly on Wallonia, and the controversy and criticism between Flanders and 

Wallonia were obvious.  

4.4.2.2  Self-government in Flanders: Towards more extensive federalism 

Belgium became a federal state in 1993. The process was already underway in 1991, 

as can be seen in the text. Overall, the text of the zakboekje is very federalism-

oriented. The zakboekje begins with the theme of federalism, first at the European 

level and later at the Belgium-level. In the context of Belgium, the text handles the 

issue in the following way: 
 
Today we live in a federal country. The regions and communities now decide 
on the matters directly affecting them, with the financial resources they 
deserve themselves. We won this country for federalism, and we prepared 
this reform and turned it into practice.963 

 

The text describes federalism as a huge victory, which it was for the party. The 

text also underlines all the achievements that had been carried out: 
 
The [VU–VVD] initiated a decisive and irreversible step towards Flemish 
self-government. On 16 January 1989, the entire legislative package was 
published in the Official Journal, making Flanders responsible for education, 
public works and traffic, environmental policy and employment. Flanders 
took custody of all Flemish municipalities, and now manages and distributes 
the municipal and provincial fund itself and is responsible for the Flemish 
administration.964 

 
963 Vandaag leven we in een federaal land. De Gewesten en Gemeenschappen beslissen nu zelf over 
de zaken die hen rechtstreeks aanbelangen, met de financiële middelen die ze zelf verdienen. We 
hebben dit land voor het federalisme gewonnen, we hebben deze hervorming voorbereid en ze nu ook 
mee in de praktijk omgezet. 
964 De VU Vlaamse Vrije Demokraten gaf de aanzet tot een beslissende en onomkeerbare stap naar 
Vlaams zelfbestuur. Op 16 januari 1989 verscheen in het Staatsblad het hele pakket wetgevend werk 
waardoor Vlaanderen nu ook zelf verantwoordelijk werd voor onderwijs, openbare werken en verkeer, 
leefmilieu, ekonomisch beleid en tewerkstelling. Vlaanderen verwierf de voogdij over alle Vlaamse 
gemeenten, beheert en verdeelt nu zelf het Gemeente- en Provinciefonds, en staat zelf in voor de 
Vlaamse administratie. 
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It was seen as crucial that Flanders decide its own issues and take the 

responsibilities over its own policies. The text also discusses federalism and its 

importance in a much broader sense in almost every chapter. 

The text also emphasises the importance of federalism, for instance, in the 

context of social security. VU-VVD was for the idea that the communities should 

develop their own policies and provide benefits to their own population.965  

Federalism is also a solution in the context of education. The text notes that, 
 
The Flemish Government demonstrated that a Flemish policy would benefit 
Flemish teachers. As a result of the federalisation of education, it became 
clear that in the past, French education absorbed some 10 billion fr. more 
than it legitimately earned.966 

 

The benefits of federalisation were clear immediately for all Flemings.967 

 

The text generally stressed the necessity of federalism and strongly defended the 

idea of federalism even at the European level. Referring to the situation of Belgium, 

it states, 
 
Three very diverse communities, with their own culture and language, now 
live together, but with their own independence. The VU has provided the 
solution for this purpose: The federal model. It rejects a unitary state, where 
everything is decided by a Bureau, and it is done in uniform measures on 
citizens, without taking into account the diversity of peoples. It also rejects 
the total segregation of different peoples and cultures . . . Federalism causes 
people and groups of people to do what they can do themselves and ensures 
that they can work together, on a free and demographic basis…968 

 
965  Daarbovenop dienen de gemeenschappen een eigen beleid te ontwikkelen en in te staan voor de 
uitkeringen aan de eigen bevolking. 
966 De Vlaamse regering toonde aan dat een eigen Vlaams beleid de Vlaamse leerkrachten ten goede 
komt. Als gevolg van de federalisering van het onderwijs werd duidelijk dat het franstalig onderwijs in 
het verleden jaarlijks zo'n 10 miljard fr. meer opslorpte dan het rechtmatig verdiende. 
967 De voordelen van de federalisering werden meteen voor alle Vlamingen duidelijk. 
968 Drie zeer verscheiden gemeenschappen, met een eigen kultuur en taal, leven er nu samen, maar met 
een eigen zelfstandigheid. De VU heeft hiervoor de oplossing aangereikt: het federale 
samenlevingsmodel. Het verwerpt een unitaire eenheidsstaat, waar alles vanuit een bureaukratisch 
centrum beslist wordt en in eenvormige maatregelen over de burgers uitgestort wordt, zonder rekening 
te houden met de verscheidenheid van de volkeren. Het verwerpt eveneens de totale afzondering van 
verschillende volkeren en kulturen...Het federalisme laat mensen en groepen van mensen zelf doen 
wat ze zelf kunnen doen, en zorgt ervoor dat ze, op een vrije en demokratische basis, kunnen 
samenwerken… 
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The VU–VVD stated that it wanted ‘a federal Europe, where power lies with a 

directly elected European Parliament and a Senate of peoples and regions. A true 

European government must be accountable to them.’969 It also brought up the 

concerns that might exist, especially in the small regions: 
 
Under VU impulse, The Flemish Government, together with other 
European State Governments, organised a conference about the Europe of 
the Regions. All ministers called for the recognition of smaller language and 
cultural identities and the involvement of the regions in the European 
decision-making process. Federalisation in our country also brought up new 
ideas to Europe.970 

 

The party wanted to make it clear that it considers and defends Flanders and its 

uniqueness as a small European region. It also emphasised the federalisation process, 

and that Flanders could be a trendsetter at the European level. 

The VU-VVD also put some emphasis on the capital, Brussels. It noted, 
 
A good statute was finally drawn up for Brussels-Capital; Flemings acquired 
real power in the management of the Capital Region. They enjoy the same 
guarantees as the French speakers at the federal level, and they are not small; 
The same number of Flemish and French-speaking ministers, the agreement 
of French-speaking and Flemings on the executive and guarantees for the 
two linguistic groups in the Council by the so-called alarm bell procedure.971 

 

The text also notes that ‘Brussels is the capital of Flanders and of Europe. That 

is a good thing for the Flemish: the heart of Europe is beating here, decisions are 

made here.’972 Thus, it emphasised that Brussels is the capital of Flanders. 

 
969 Een federaal Europa, waar de macht in handen ligt van een rechtstreeks verkozen Europees 
Parlement en een Senaat van volkeren en regio's. Een echte Europese regering moet aan hen 
verantwoording afleggen. 
970 Onder VU-impuls organiseerde de Vlaamse regering, samen met andere Europese 
deelstaatregeringen, een konferentie over het Europa van de regio's. Daar pleiten alle ministers voor 
de erkenning van kleinere taal- en kultuuridentiteiten en het betrekken van de regio's bij de Europese 
besluitvorming. Of hoe de federalisering in ons land ook Europa op nieuwe ideeën brengt.  
971 Voor Brussel-Hoofdstad werd eindelijk een goed statuut uitgewerkt; de Vlamingen verwierven er 
echte macht in het bestuur van het Hoofdstedelijk Gewest. Ze genieten er van dezelfde waarborgen 
als de franstaligen op het federale vlak, en die zijn niet gering; evenveel Vlaamse als franstalige 
ministers, het akkoord van franstaligen en Vlamingen in de eksekutieve en waarborgen voor de beide 
taalgroepen in de Raad door de zogenaamde alarmbelprocedure.  
972 Brussel is de hoofdstad van Vlaanderen en van Europa. Dat is voor de Vlamingen een goede zaak: 
hier klopt het hart van Europa, hier neemt men de beslissingen.  



 

231 

Overall, federalism was very much discussed in the text, and it was, by far, one of 

the most important focuses of the party. In 1991, federalism must have been very 

much on the focus in Belgium. The state had already taken steps towards federalism 

in the years preceding and was finally reaching this important goal. Therefore, this 

was a big issue for the party, and it addressed it in detail. However, as mentioned 

above, the text did address federalism as if Belgium was already a federal country. 

4.4.2.3  Preserving cultural politics in 1991 

The VU–VVD addressed cultural politics at many levels. First of all, it concentrated 

on cultural issues at the European level. It stated that 
 
Europe’s real wealth has been in the vast diversity of peoples and cultures 
for centuries, which must be preserved. At present, it rather goes in the 
wrong direction: many European policymakers have a ‘United States of 
Europe’ in mind… Culture is considered to be a purely economic product 
which is subject to the rules of the free market. This leads to superficiality 
and cultural ‘sameness.’ For [the VU–VVD], however, liberty, culture and a 
good democracy go hand in hand.973 

 

Thus, the party was concerned about Flemish culture as well as other minor 

cultures in Europe. It was unclear how they would manage. The party presented its 

solution: 
 
Within Europe, all cultural expressions should be addressed, also those of 
the smaller linguistic and cultural communities. This is why the [VU-VVD] 
wants to add a paragraph to the EC Treaty, in which first includes the 
promotion of this cultural diversity as a European assignment. It should then 
be possible for the cultural communities in Europe to pursue their own 
cultural policies without any European interference.974 

 
973 Europa's echte rijkdom ligt in de enorme verscheidenheid van volkeren en kulturen, reeds 
eeuwenlang. Die moet dan ook behouden blijven. Op dit moment gaat het eerder de verkeerde kant 
uit: heel wat Europese beleidsvoerders hebben een 'United States of Europe' voor ogen… Kultuur 
beschouwen ze als een louter ekonomisch produkt dat onderworpen wordt aan de spelregels van de 
vrije markt. Dit leidt tot vervlakking en een kulturele 'eenheidsworst'. Voor de VU Vlaamse Vrije 
Demokraten gaan vrijheid, kultuur en een goede demokratie echter hand in hand.  
974 Binnen Europa moeten alle kultuuruitingen aan bod kunnen komen. Ook die van de kleinere taal-
en kultuurgemeenschappen. Daarom wil de VU Vlaamse Vrije Demokraten een paragraaf aan het EG-
Verdrag toevoegen, waarin vooreerst het bevorderen van deze kulturele verscheidenheid als een 
Europese opdracht wordt aanzien. Vervolgens moeten de kultuurgemeenschappen in Europa hun 
eigen kultuurbeleid kunnen voeren zonder Europese bemoeienis. 
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The VU–VVD wanted to preserve the Flemish culture at the European level and 

presented its concerns and solutions. According to the party, it was important to 

operate at the European level, but one must keep in mind all the threats that this 

might present to the culture, especially to smaller ones, like Flemish culture. The text 

brings up certain issues and concerns referring to the European context. It states, 
 
with around six million Flemings, we are a small minority in a single Europe 
of at least 320 million inhabitants. So, we run the risk as Flemish to be 
pushed to the corner. At the same time, how can we preserve our 
individuality and nevertheless participate fully in European family life? What 
should we do to preserve our own identity, our language and culture and 
have it recognised and appreciated within the international community?975 

 

Thus, there were some serious concerns related to Flemish culture and identity, 

specifically how to preserve it in a multicultural Europe. Nevertheless, it is clear from 

the text that the party wanted Flanders to participate totally in European politics. 

Maintaining Flanders’ own special characteristics while simultaneously participating 

fully in European policy was slightly problematic. 

The party also emphasised relationships with neighbouring countries, stating, 
 
In a European context, the cooperation, in our language area, with the 
Netherlands and French Flanders is very important. With twenty-one 
million Dutch-speakers, we are stronger to protect the use of our language 
in the European institutions and to live together with the richness of our 
common culture in the world . . . And a Language Union must be 
transformed into a Dutch Cultural Union.976 

 

In this way, the party stressed the importance of the relationships and 

cooperation, especially with the Netherlands. The VU–VVD noted that ‘On the 

initiative of the [VU–VVD], all Flemish and Dutch MEPs worked together on a 

Manifesto that would like to set up comprehensive cultural cooperation between 

 
975 Met zo'n zes miljoen Vlamingen vormen we echter een kleine minderheid in een ééngemaakt 
Europa van minstens 320 miljoen inwoners. Zo dreigen we als Vlaming in een hoek gedrumd te 
worden. Hoe kunnen we tegelijk onze eigenheid bewaren en toch voluit deelnemen aan het Europese 
familieleven? Wat moeten we doen om onze eigen identiteit, onze taal en kultuur te behouden en 
binnen de internationale gemeenschap te laten erkennen en waarderen? 
976 In een Europees kader is de samenwerking binnen ons taalgebied met Nederland en Frans-
Vlaanderen zeer belangrijk. Met eenentwintig miljoen nederlandstaligen staan we sterker om het 
gebruik van onze taal in de Europese instellingen te beveiligen en met de rijkdom van onze 
gemeenschappelijke kultuur in de wereld samen te leven… En de Taalunie moet omgevormd worden 
tot een Nederlandse Kulturele Unie. 
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Flanders and the Netherlands in Europe.’977 It went on to say, ‘Together we can 

always better defend Dutch and show the beauty of our culture to the world.’978 

Cooperation was seen as very important to preserving culture. 

The text also addressed the relationships between different cultures and the 

position of identity. It notes, 
 
The coexistence of different cultures of very diverse origins raises questions 
to the preservation of our own identity.979 
 
Migrants must respect our laws and adapt to our values and customs. We 
need to treat them in a tolerant and equitable way. In particular, the teaching 
of Dutch and an adapted education will promote the integration of migrants 
in our society, so that they eventually become Flemish. The granting of 
voting rights does not solve anything. We reserve it for those who have the 
Belgian nationality.980 

 

Thus, the one of the far-reaching goals was to integrate immigrants so they would 

become Flemish. Education and learning Dutch would help in this process. The 

attitude towards Dutch culture was very preservationist. It was important that 

immigrants try to integrate into society. In this way, it would be easier to protect 

Dutch culture. 

Overall, the preservation of Dutch culture was very important to the party. The 

party recognised that there are many threats, especially to the smaller cultures at the 

wider European level. The worst thing would be if all cultures merged into one big 

culture. Therefore, cultures had to be defended and preserved. The integration of 

immigrants was also seen as very important at the Flemish level. It was seen as crucial 

that people from other cultures integrate properly into Flemish society so as to not 

be a threat to the Flemish culture. The VU-VVD also presented the idea of having 

a university of Flanders in the context of the quality of education by noting that the 

 
977 Op initiatief van de VU Vlaamse Vrije Demokraten werkten alle Vlaamse en Nederlandse Euro-
parlementsleden samen aan een Manifest dat een brede kulturele samenwerking tussen Vlaanderen en 
Nederland in Europa wil opzetten. 
978 Samen kunnen we immers beter het Nederlands verdedigen en de pracht van onze kultuur aan de 
wereld tonen. 
979 Ook het samenleven van verschillende kulturen van zeer uiteenlopende oorsprong doet vragen 
rijzen naar het behoud van onze eigen identiteit. 
980 Migranten moeten onze wetten eerbiedigen en zich aanpassen aan onze waarden en gewoonten. 
Wij van onze kant moeten ze verdraagzaam en rechtvaardig behandelen. Vooral het aanleren van het 
Nederlands en een aangepast onderwijs zal de integratie van de migranten in onze samenleving 
bevorderen, zodat ze op termijn Vlaming worden. Het verlenen van stemrecht lost niets op. We 
behouden het voor aan wie de Belgische nationaliteit bezit. 
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‘VU is striving for a University of Flanders’981. Flanders was clearly the number one 

priority. 

4.4.2.4  Foreign policy in 1991 

Foreign policy was very Flanders-oriented. Regarding this topic, the VU-VVD stated 

that 
The reduction of the arms trade, the reduction of defence expenditure, 
meaningful development cooperation, solidarity with oppressed peoples and 
respect for human rights are building blocks for a sustainable peace. These 
are essential elements of a Flemish and European international politics, 
within a world that has become our village. Cooperation is necessary: From 
man to man, from people to people.982 
 
Federalism and tolerance are tools to achieve this. They are the keywords 
for a new global community.983 

 

The text also emphasised Europe’s role in international policy: ‘The [VU–VVD] 

therefore opts for a European defence community, including the Central and East 

European countries, which receives a genuine peace mission.’984 It continues, 

referring once more to federalism: ‘A federal Europe of peoples and regions is the 

main mean to achieve and guarantee genuine peaceful cooperation.’985 Here, it is 

important to notice how the VU-VVD underlined European politics, especially in 

the context of regions. 

Thus, the VU-VVD highlighted European politics multiple times. The text also 

emphasised the position of Flanders in the international arena: 
 
Flanders should be fully recognised at the international forum. The federal 
structure of our country needs to be further refined, including a reformed 

 
981 De VU ijvert in dat verband voor een ’Universiteit Vlaanderen’. 
982 Afbouw van de wapenhandel, vermindering van defensie-uitgaven, betekenisvolle 
ontwikkelingssamenwerking, solidariteit met verdrukte volkeren en eerbied voor de 
mensenrechten...dit zijn bouwstenen voor een duurzame vrede. Het zijn wezenlijke onderdelen van 
een Vlaamse en Europese internationale politiek, binnen een wereld die ons dorp is geworden. 
Samenwerking is een noodzaak: van mens tot mens, van volk tot volk. 
983 Federalisme en verdraagzaamheid zijn middelen om dit te bereiken. Het zijn de sleutelwoorden 
voor een nieuwe wereldgemeenschap. 
984 De VU Vlaamse Vrije Demokraten kiest daarom voor een Europese defensiegemeenschap, met 
inbegrip van de Midden- en Oosteuropese landen, die een echte vredesopdracht krijgt.  
985 Een federaal Europa van volkeren en regio's is het middel bij uitstek om een echt vredevolle 
samenwerking te verwezenlijken en te waarborgen. 
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Senate as a meeting point for the two communities, and the transfer of 
residual powers to the federated states. The federated states should be also 
responsible for agriculture and fisheries, development cooperation and 
railways. In addition, the communities should be able to organise their social 
security themselves within a European solidarity entity.986 

 
In order to give the Flemish and French speakers an equal voice in the 
European Parliament, the 24 Belgian seats in this Parliament must be divided 
according to the population of the two communities. The [VU–VVD] is 
already prepared to carry out these reforms.987 

 

The importance of the regions was made clear many times in the text, as obvious 

in the following statements: ‘A new cooperation should support the following 

principles: No violence to resolve political problems, cooperation between peoples 

and regions, respect for human rights and protection of minority rights.’988 The VU-

VVD also stated, 
 
We must offer the former Eastern Bloc countries a future perspective in 
order to prevent civil wars and fanatic intolerance. This can only be achieved 
by respecting the right of self-determination of every European people.989 

 

As noticed earlier, the text also addressed the situation in the Third World. 

Flanders was seen as a crucial actor that could help others. The text states: ‘All 

measures that want to put an end to this huge injustice must start from the respect 

for its own culture.’990 

 
986 Vlaanderen moet ten volle erkend worden op het internationale forum. De federale struktuur van 
ons land moet verder verfijnd worden, met onder meer een hervormde Senaat als ontmoetingsplaats 
voor de beide Gemeenschappen, en met de overheveling van de restbevoegdheden naar de deelstaten. 
Ook voor de landbouw en de visserij, ontwikkelingssamenwerking en de spoorwegen moeten de 
deelstaten bevoegd worden. Daarnaast moeten de Gemeenschappen binnen een Europese solidatiteit 
hun sociale zekerheid zelf kunnen organiseren. 
987 Om de Vlamingen en de franstaligen een gelijke stem in het Europese Parlement te verlenen, 
moeten de 24 Belgische zetels in dit Parlement verdeeld worden volgens het bevolkingsaantal van de 
beide Gemeenschappen. De VU Vlaamse Vrije Demokraten is alvast bereid deze hervormingen mee 
door te voeren. 
988 Voor de VU Vlaamse Vrije Demokraten moet een nieuwe samenwerking op de volgende beginselen 
steunen: geen geweld om politieke problemen op te lossen, samenwerking tussen volkeren en regio’s, 
eerbied voor de mensenrechten en beschermen van de rechten van de minderheden. 
989 De vroegere Oostbloklanden moeten we een toekomstperspektief bieden om zo burgeroorlogen 
en fanatieke onverdraagzaamheid te voorkomen. Dit kan maar door respekt voor het 
zelfbeschikkingsrecht van elk Europees volk.  
990 Alle maatregelen die een einde willen maken aan dit gigantisch onrecht moeten in de eerste plaats 
vertrekken vanuit de eerbied voor de eigen kultuur. 
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Culture was highlighted in this context too. The party defended one’s own culture 

and stressed the importance of preserving it. It compared the situation of stronger 

and weaker (richer and poorer countries) to the situation in Belgium: French-

speaking people had a historically predominant position over Flemish-speaking 

people. 

The text also addressed the issue at a universal level by noting, ‘Our focus is also 

on fundamental human rights and international law in the Third World.’991 It 

continued by bringing up the position of the peoples: ‘In countries where the people 

take part in the policy, a well-conceived development policy is more likely to succeed. 

Each people should, therefore, be given the opportunity to design their future in an 

independent manner and from their own perspective.’992 Here, the VU-VVD wanted 

to emphasise the role and rights of people, which have the right to influence their 

future. This can be read as a defence declaration of Flanders and Flemish people. 

Flemish people have every right to decide its own affairs and shape its own future. 

4.4.3 The programme of the People’s Union–Flemish Free Democrats in 
1995 

The political party programme of 1995 is significant because the federal state of 

Belgium had been created two years earlier. This is evident in the party programme. 

Even in the preface, the general chairman at the time, Bert Anciaux, states that, 
 
The elections of May 21 are very special. For the first time, the Flemings 
directly appoint their own Flemish Parliament.993 
 
This is a milestone. To achieve this, the VU has worked hard over the last 
decades. But now another important work starts. This Flanders, with its new 
institutions, must also be truly renewed.994 

 

 
991 Onze aandacht gaat eveneens uit naar de fundamentele mensen- en volkenrechten in de Derde 
Wereld. 
992 In landen waar de bevolking deelneemt aan het beleid heeft een goed opgevat ontwikkelingsbeleid 
meer kans op slagen. Elk volk moet daarom de mogelijkheid krijgen zijn toekomst op een zelfstandige 
wijze en vanuit eigen inzichten uit te tekenen. 
993 De verkiezingen van 21 mei zijn zeer bijzonder. Voor het eerst duiden de Vlamingen rechtstreeks 
een eigen Vlaams Parlement aan.  
994 Dit is een miljpaal. Voor het bereiken daarvan heeft de VU de voorbije decennia hard gewerkt. 
Maar nu begint een ander belangrijk werk. Dit Vlaanderen, met zijn nieuwe instellingen, moet ook 
binnenin echt vernieuwd worden. 
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The programme emphasised the new era that had begun, something that Flemish 

people had fought and waited for a long time. The federal and also regional elections 

in 1995 were seen something very special and even historically unique because it was 

the first federal election to be held after the state reform of 1993. Moreover, as Mr 

Anciaux pointed out, it was the first time that elections were held for the Flemish 

Parliament. 

The VU had formed a government together with the PSC, CVP, PS, and SP that 

lasted from May 1988 to March 1992. However, it collapsed over issues of underlying 

conflict along linguistic and regional lines.995 The government continued without the 

VU-VVD until June 1995.996 Thus, the VU-VVD had left the government a couple 

of years before the 1995 elections. 

4.4.3.1  Met hart en ziel voor Vlaanderen — With heart and soul for Flanders 

The title of the party programme, ‘Met hart en ziel voor Vlaanderen,’ established the 

essential issue: Flanders at the forefront. Thus, the party programme of the VU–

VVD was very Flanders-oriented. There were some mentions of Belgium from time 

to time, but mainly in the context of things to get rid of. Anciaux states in the preface 

that ‘We must ensure that the old Belgian diseases disappear.’997 Belgium was seen 

as an old-fashioned state, which had had several problems and was now better off 

after the 1993 state reform. It was also clear that Belgium was now, after the state 

reform of 1993, a fully-fledged federal state. 

The main issue of the programme was the new situation of Flanders, as it could 

now decide most of its affairs itself. Flanders was indeed at the forefront. Belgium 

was mentioned, as well as Wallonia, but the emphasis was on the fact that Belgium 

was a federal state, and Flanders and Wallonia were part of it. There were also 

contradictions between Flanders and Wallonia, like in the following sentence, which 

deals with social security: ‘The current division of powers in Belgium does not allow 

Flanders to implement a social policy that meets the needs and requirements of its 

population: social security is still entirely in the hands of the federal government.’998 

 
995 http://www.ipu.org/parline-e/reports/arc/2030_91.htm.  
996 Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.) (2011): Les partis politiques en 
Belgique. Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles, Bruxelles. p. 347.  
997 We moeten ervoor zorgen dat de oude Belgische ziekten verdwijnen. 
998 De huidige bevoegdheidsverdeling in België laat niet toe dat Vlaanderen een sociaal beleid voert 
dat aansluit bij de noden en de behoeften van zijn bevolking: de sociale zekerheid is immers nog steeds 
integraal in handen van de federale overheid.  
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Flanders was handled with a certain sense of pride. The party programme 

defended Flemings rights to be Flemish and speak Dutch in Flanders. The VU-VVD 

stated that it wanted ‘a decree for the Dutchisation of public life in Flanders. The 

Flemish Parliament must develop an emergency plan to restore the integral Dutch-

speaking character of Flemish Brabant.’999 The VU-VVD also presented Flanders as 

a unique area: ‘The growing economic position of Flanders in the Belgian Federation 

is not a strange thing. Flanders has grown into a top economic nation in recent 

decades.’1000 Flanders and Wallonia were also compared: ‘Not only quantitatively but 

also qualitatively, Flanders and Wallonia grow more and more apart.’1001 The VU-

VVD wanted to emphasise the superiority of Flanders in relation to Wallonia at 

many different levels. It concluded, ‘Flanders is one of the most prosperous regions 

in the world.’1002 

Overall, the programme was all about Flanders, not Belgium, whether talking 

about the economy, culture, or education. It was always Vlaamse ekonomie (Flemish 

economy) — not Belgian. In the party programme, the VU-VVD states that 

‘Flanders must develop its own economic dynamism.’1003 It felt that ‘One of the 

necessary measures in the future will, therefore, be to give the federated states greater 

financial and fiscal responsibility.’1004 

In the context of development cooperation, the title of the chapter in the 

programme was ‘Vlaanderen en ontwikkelingssamenwerking’1005. If there was a mention 

of Belgium in the later text, the core was still on Flanders. The programme did state 

that ‘Flanders must, therefore, be able to develop its own policies and develop its 

own tools.’1006 Therefore, the emphasis and the idea was that Flanders would take 

further steps towards a more independent future. 

In the context of Europe, the VU-VVD noted that ‘Flanders, as a small country, 

should be particularly attentive to the respect of cultural diversity and the recognition 

 
999 De VU wil een dekreet tot vernederlandsing van het openbaar leven in Vlaanderen. Het Vlaams 
parlemet moet een urgentieplan uitwerken om het integraal Nederlandstalig karakter van Vlaams-
Brabant te herstellen. 
1000 De sterker wordende ekonomische positie van Vlaanderen in de Belgisch federatie is hieraan niet 
vreemd. Vlaanderen groeide de voorbije decennia uit tot een ekonomische topnatie. 
1001 Niet alleen kwantitatief, ook kwalitatief groeien Vlaanderen en Wallonië meer en meer uit elkaar.  
1002 Vlaanderen is één van de welvarendste regio’s in de wereld. 
1003 Vlaanderen moet een eigen ekonomische dynamiek ontwikkelen.  
1004 Eén van de noodzakelijke maatregelen in de toekomst zal er dan ook in bestaan de deelstaten meer 
eigen financiële en fiskale verantwoordelijkheid te geven. 

1005 Flanders and development cooperation.  
1006 Vlaanderen moet dan ook een eigen beleid kunnen ontwikkelen en daarvoor eigen instrumenten 
ontwikkelen.  
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of uniqueness of the language.’1007 Flanders was deemed to be a small country, which 

is indeed one step further from the region of Flanders and may give some indication 

of the VU-VVD’s intended direction for Flanders.  

4.4.3.2  Flanders: Towards a more autonomous future 

The party programme was focused on the fact that Belgium was a federal state and, 

therefore, Flanders had more power to influence its own issues: ‘More than ever, the 

VU argues that Flanders has the right to full self-government to freely organise its 

society and safeguard its future.’1008 It was clear that the state reforms were only the 

beginning, and that development towards a more federal future would continue: ‘The 

direct election of the Flemish Council is another step in the Belgian state reform, the 

evolution of which has been in progress for many years. That state reform is 

therefore not a one-off fact, but a dynamic element, a continuous movement.’1009 

Thus, federalist development was seen as a continuum rather than a single event. 

The programme stressed that federalist development was there to stay and had 

already affected structures: ‘The federalist approach has passed and has been 

converted into new structures . . . The Volksunie has always seen the process of state 

reform as an evolutionary one.’1010 It continues by stating, ‘Step by step will pave the 

way to greater self-government. This requires, in the first place, the further 

deepening of the autonomy already acquired. However, it also requires the will and 

willingness of Wallonia to live together with Flanders in a federation.’1011 The VU-

VVD then revealed its ultimate goal: ‘The final goal of the state reform for the VU 

remains an independent Flanders within a federal Europe of peoples and regions.’1012  

The party programme did take a stance on the relationship between Flanders and 

Wallonia in the context of federalism. It states dramatically, ‘The failure of federalism 

 
1007 Vlaanderen zal, als klein land, bijzonder attent moeten zijn op het respekt van de kulturele 
verscheidenheid en de erkenning van de taaleigenheid. 
1008 De VU houdt, meer dan ooit, staande dat Vlaanderen het recht heeft op volledig zelfbestuur om 
vrij zijn samenleving te ordenen en zijn toekomst te vrijwaren. 
1009 De rechtstreekse verkiezing van de Vlaamse Raad is de zoveelse stap in de Belgische 
staatshervorming, waarvan de evolutie al jaren aan de gang is. Die staatshervorming is dus geen 
eenmalig feit, maar wel een dynamisch gegeven, een voortdurende beweging. 
1010 De federalistische gedachtengang heeft het gehaald en werd omgezet in nieuwe strukturen… De 
Volksunie heeft het proces van staatsvorming steeds als een evolutief gegeven beschouwd. 
1011 Stap voor stap wordt de weg naar meer zelfbestuur gezet. Dit vereist in de eerste plaats de 
verdere uitdieping van het reeds verkregen zelfbestuur. Het vereist echter ook de wil en 
bereidheid van Wallonië om samen met Vlaanderen in een federatie verder te leven. 
1012 Het einddoel van de staats(her)vorming blijft voor de VU een zelfstandig Vlaanderen binnen een 
federaal Europa van volkeren en regio’s. 
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leads unconditionally to the breakup of Belgium.’1013 This sentence includes a 

dramatic option: the breakup of Belgium. Accordingly, the VU-VVD felt that, 

without federalism, the whole country would split apart. 

One of the main issues in the context of federalism was definitely the 

federalisation of social security. The programme highlighted the issues by comparing 

Flanders and Wallonia: 
 
As far as social security rules are concerned, Flanders is applying the rules 
more strictly than Wallonia. The non-objective unexplained transfers from 
Flanders to Wallonia are the result of this. No one disputes these transfers, 
but the francophone authorities continue to have an obstructive attitude.1014 

 

The programme also presented different figures to demonstrate how the problem 

went deeper. It states that 
 
The reports of the commission Jadot, which hardly can be accused of 
partiality or Flemish militancy, speak of big spending differences between 
Flanders and Wallonia.1015 

 
The health care expenditures are distributed very unequally between 
Flanders and Wallonia. This is not explained by objective factors.1016 

 

Finally, it concludes, ‘As a matter of urgency, VU, therefore, requires the 

federalisation of social security.’1017 

The party programme raised one other perspective. It presented more profound 

problems in the systems in Wallonia and Flanders. The VU-VVD noted that 

‘Flanders grows its own vision of health policy, which is closely linked to the Anglo-

Saxon model… The Walloon medical culture is more in line with the French model 

(more attention to high-tech medicine . . .).’1018 Here, the profound problem went 

 
1013 Dan leidt de mislukking van het federalisme onvoorwaardelijk tot het uiteenvallen van België.  
1014 Vlaanderen past de regels van de sociale zekerheid strikter toe dan Wallonië. De niet-objektief 
verklaarbare transfers van Vlaanderen naar Wallonië zijn daar het gevolg van. Niemand betwist deze 
transfers, maar de Franstaligen blijven obstruktie voeren bij de afbouw ervan. 
1015 De rapporten van de kommissie Jadot, die bezwaarlijk van partijdigheid of Vlaamse strijdbaarheid 
kan beschuldigd worden, spreken van grote uitgavenverschillen tussen Vlaanderen en Wallonië. 
1016 Inzake gezondheidszorgen zijn de uitgaven erg ongelijk verdeeld tussen Vlaanderen en Wallonië. 
Dit wordt niet verklaard door objektieve faktoren. 
1017 De VU eist dan ook dringend de federalisering van de sociale zekerheid. 
1018 In Vlaanderen groeit een eigen visie op het gezondheidsbeleid, die nauw aansluit bij de 
Angelsaksische modellen… De Waalse medische kultuur sluit meer aan bij het Franse model (meer 
aandacht voor hoogtechnologische geneeskunde…). 
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one step further: the different traditions of Flanders and Wallonia. It wanted to stress 

how different these two regions, Flanders and Wallonia, actually were. 

In the context of federalisation of social security, the programme states that ‘For 

the Volksunie, Flanders should be able to pursue its own social policies, adapted to 

the needs and requirements of the Flemish population.’1019 Thus, for the VU-VVD, 

the most important thing was Flanders and the Flemish population. 

The party programme of the VU-VVD also looked at federalisation in a broader 

context: the European level. European and Foreign policy are addressed later in this 

chapter; but a few things can be lift up already in this stage. The party programme 

states, ‘The Volksunie remains committed to a united Europe of peoples and regions, 

in which each community has a full place. This federal Europe remains the best 

guarantee to link the diversity of cultures and peoples in international solidarity.’1020 

The VU-VVD’s emphasis was on a federal Europe where smaller cultures and 

peoples can survive. The VU-VVD noted, 
 
The dynamics of an elected Flemish Parliament will transfer additional 
competences to the regions and communities.1021 

 
The takeover of Belgium’s federal competences by Europe means that this 
step towards independence (zelfstandigheid) in Europe is almost inevitable.1022 
 
The VU wants Flanders to be recognised as a full partner by the international 
community. This will require Flemish membership of the European Union, 
the United Nations and other international organisations.1023 

 

These passages stress that Flanders wanted to preserve and emphasise its own 

culture in federal Europe, but it also wanted to gain a more independent position in 

Europe than ever before. Therefore, the VU-VVD likely wanted to use Europe to 

 
1019 Voor de Volksunie moet Vlaanderen een eigen sociaal beleid kunnen voeren, aangepast aan de 
noden en behoeften van de Vlaamse bevolking. 
1020 De Volksunie blijft streven naar een eengemaakt Europa van volkeren en regio’s, waarin elke 
gemeenschap een volwaardige plaats heeft. Dit federaal Europa blijft de beste waarborg om de 
verscheidenheid aan kulturen en volkeren in internationale solidariteit te verbinden. 
1021 De dynamiek van een eigen gekozen Vlaams parlement zal bijkomende bevoegdheden naar de 
gewesten en gemeenschappen overhevelen. 
1022 De overname van federaal gebleven bevoegdheden van België door Europa brengt met zich mee 
dat deze stap naar zelfstandigheid in Europa er haast onvermijdelijk komt. 
1023 De VU wil dat Vlaanderen als volwaardige partner wordt erkend door de internationale 
gemeenschap. Dit vergt het Vlaamse lidmaatschap van de Europese Unie, de Verenigde Naties en 
andere internationale organisaties. 
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preserve the Flemish culture and to make Flanders an increasingly powerful region 

with the goal of an independent Flanders in federal Europe. 

The party programme also addressed the position of the capital, Brussels. It notes 

that ‘Located in Flemish Brabant, Brussels belongs to the historical and social 

heritage of Flanders. Brussels is and remains factually and legally a Flemish 

capital.’1024 It continues, concentrating on the Flemish people who live in Brussels: 
 
For the VU, the future of Brussels is in an independent Flanders, which is 
willing to take full responsibility and invest in the whole of Brussels, 
provided that all levels of government provide conclusive guarantees of 
participation and preservation of the identity of Brussels Flemings.1025 

 

This sentence first shows how important the issue of the position of Brussels was 

to the party. The main reason for this might be the preservation of the identity of 

Flemish people in the capital where French-speaking people has been in power 

historically. After all, Brussels is geographically within Flanders. In the sentence 

above, the party also used the term ‘een zelfstandig Vlaanderen’ (an independent 

Flanders). This undoubtedly shows the main goal of the party. 

Overall, the programme concentrated on the federalisation process. It was clearly 

an extremely important issue for the party in 1995. According to the programme, 

the VU-VVD strived for ‘voluntarily closed federal or confederal partnerships 

between Flanders and other communities to reconcile thus autonomy and solidarity 

with one another.’1026 Thus, it also highlighted a possible confederal model. The 

programme states that ‘Belgium can continue to exist as a temporary intermediary if 

francophones make this possible and this adds value to the Flemings.’1027 However, 

the VU-VVD felt Belgium could have some kind of intermediary role — under 

certain conditions — in the process. 

 
1024 Gelegen in Vlaams-Brabant behoort Brussel tot het historisch-maatschappelijk erfdeel van 
Vlaanderen. Brussel is en blijft feitelijk en wettelijk de Vlaamse hoofdstad. 
1025 Voor de VU ligt de toekomst van Brussel dan ook in een zelfstandig Vlaanderen, dat bereid is zijn 
volle verantwoordelijkheid op te nemen en in héél Brussel te investeren, op voorwaarde dat alle 
bestuursniveau’s sluitende waarborgen geven voor de medezeggenschap en het behoud van de 
identiteit van de Brusselse Vlamingen. 
1026 De VU streeft naar vrijwillig afgesloten federale of konfederale samenwerkingsverbanden tussen 
Vlaanderen en andere gemeenschappen om aldus autonomie en solidariteit met elkaar te verzoenen. 
1027 België kan hierhin als tijdelijke tussenschakel blijven bestaan, indien de Franstaligen dit niet 
onmogelijk maken en dit voor de Vlamingen een meerwaarde oplevert. 
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4.4.3.3  Taal is gans het volk1028: Education and cultural politics in 1995 

Dutch culture and language had an important position in the party programme of 

VU–VVD. Flemish people received autonomy in cultural matters as a result of the 

first state reform in 1970. After that, one of the main items on the VU-VVD’s agenda 

was to strengthen the Flemish language and culture, especially in relation to French 

language and culture. 

As mentioned before, the French language has always been considered the 

‘upper-class’ language in Belgium. Historically, French was not only written language, 

but also a language of literature and modern philosophy.1029 Language itself is and 

has always been one of the main elements that defines a people’s identity. Thus, it is 

not surprising that language and culture played a big part in the 1995 party 

programme. 

In the programme, the VU-VVD presented its ideas on how to improve the 

Flemish language and culture: ‘Flanders must be fully empowered as regards the 

language, this is just the logical continuation of pure federal logic.’1030 Thus, it is seen 

that in a federal Belgium, Flanders should have full power in terms of language 

matters. The VU-VVD noted, 
 
Since the full Flemish competence on language has not yet been achieved 
and the current language laws are the cause of tensions between different 
parts of the federal state, we would like to see improvements to the existing 
federal language regimes.1031 

 

The VU-VVD saw that the current language laws were not fully equal in Belgium, 

and that is why it felt federalisation should push forward. The contradiction between 

the Dutch and French language was obvious in the programme. 

The VU-VVD felt that ‘The Flemish community must abolish the subsidising of 

French education in Flanders.’1032 One reason for this is the historical background. 

The battle between these languages was not a new thing; language and culture had 

been the main reason for the first state reform in 1970. 

 
1028 Language is the entire people. 
1029 Deschouwer Kris (2009): The politics of Belgium. Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke. pp. 18-19.  
1030 Vlaanderen moet echter volle bevoegdheid krijgen inzake het taalgebruik, dit is slechts het logisch 
verderzetten van een zuivere federale logika. 
1031 Vermits de volle Vlaamse bevoegdheid inzake taal nog niet gerealiseerd is en de huidige taalwetten 
mee de oorzaak zijn van spanningen tussen de verschillende delen van de federale staat, wensen wij 
verbeteringen aan de bestaande federale taalregelingen. 
1032 De Vlaamse Gemeenschap moet subsidiëring van het franstalig onderwijs in Vlaanderen 
afschaffen. 
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However, there was also another language seen as an enemy to Dutch. The VU-

VVD believed that ‘The language of instruction in Flanders is Dutch!... We do not 

wish to leave any room for this! . . . In the “better circles,” we will only talk in English 

. . . the administration will be in English . . . and we can start the language battle from 

the beginning!’1033 The attitude towards English was reserved as it was seen as an 

enemy of the Dutch language in Flanders. 

In addition to language issues, the programme also emphasised the other cultural 

elements: ‘Preserving and improving our landscape and cultural heritage is a 

necessary element of Flemish policy in the fields of culture, tourism, environmental 

management, spatial planning…’1034 The heritage of Flemish culture was seen very 

important in the party programme. This kind of transfer of cultural heritage from 

generation to generation is also a significant element in the process of identity 

formation. 

The programme also addressed the position of the Dutch language and culture 

at the European level: ‘The protection of the “smaller” European cultures remains a 

priority focus for the VU. So, we will continue to weigh in on European decision 

making, particularly in consultation with the other (small) cultures in Europe.’1035 

The VU-VVD identified the Dutch culture with other small European cultures. The 

programme wanted to stress the importance of respecting cultural diversity and 

recognising linguistic identity. 

The VU-VVD also underscored cooperation with the Netherlands when 

introducing proposals for a Flemish media policy: ‘Cooperation should also grow 

with other “smaller” linguistic and cultural areas in Europe. Cooperation with the 

Netherlands should be re-prioritised.’1036 The VU-VVD also declared that ‘Dutch 

must remain an official language and a working language in the European Union, 

equivalent to English, French, Italian or other European languages. The VU requires 

the recognition, support and valuation of all languages and cultures.’1037 Thus, it was 

 
1033 De onderwijstaal in Vlaanderen is het Nederlands!... Wij wensen hiervoor geen enkele ruimte te 
laten!... In de 'betere kringen' zal men dan enkel Engels praten… de administratie zal in het Engels 
verlopen…en we kunnen de taalstrijd van voorafaan beginnen!  
1034 Het behoud en de verbetering van ons landschaps- en kultuurpatrimonium is een noodzakelijk 
element van het Vlaams beleid op het vlak van kultuur, toerisme, milieubeheer, ruimtelijke ordening… 
1035 De bescherming van de ‘kleinere’ Europese kulturen blijft voor de VU een prioritair 
aandachtspunt. Zo zullen we blijven wegen op de Europese besluitvorming, meer bepaald in overleg 
met de andere (kleine) kulturen in Europa. 
1036 Samenwerking moet ook groeien met andere ‘kleinere’ taal- en kultuurgebieden in Europa. De 
samenwerking met Nederland moet daarbij opnieuw prioritair worden gesteld.  
1037 Het Nederlands moet in de Europese Unie een officiële taal en een werktaal, evenwaardig aan het 
Engels, het Frans, het Italiaans of andere Europese talen, blijven. De VU eist de erkenning, 
ondersteuning en waardering van alle talen en kulturen. 
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important to the VU-VVD that the Dutch language can be seen as important as 

other ‘bigger’ languages in the EU. 

The VU-VVD also brought up an idea of having a university of Flanders. This 

was noted already in the party programme of 1991. Four years later, VU-VVD felt, 

that the University of Flanders is an ambitious and pluralistic project, which contains 

a lot of challenges.1038 The passage continues, regarding the Dutch language: ‘At the 

university level, cooperation with the Netherlands must be much more intensive, 

including in order to give Dutch language a place in the scientific field in Europe.’1039 

Thus the University of Flanders was seen an important project, something to pursue. 

In this context, the role of the Netherlands and especially the Dutch language was 

seen highly momentous. 

Overall, cooperation with the Netherlands could not be more emphasised in the 

programme. The VU-VVD felt that ‘The collaboration with the Netherlands in the 

field of cultural policy should be greatly expanded.’1040 This comes up in the context 

of many questions. The VU-VVD also wished 
 
to replace the existing Dutch Language Union with a Dutch Cultural Union 
so that not only language and literature but also culture in the broadest sense 
is jointly represented.1041 

 

The VU-VVD continued to stress cooperation with the Netherlands: ‘Together 

with the Netherlands, Flanders must require the full recognition and use of Dutch 

by the European authorities, the media and the business world.’1042 The VU-VVD 

also suggested that the ‘Netherlands and Flanders should pursue a common 

international cultural policy.’1043 Finally, the VU-VVD presented a significant idea: 

‘the Flemish MPs should sit in the Benelux Council as Flemish and no longer as 

Belgian elected representatives.’1044 

 
1038 Het projekt Universiteit Vlaanderen dringt zich op. Het is een ambitieus en per definitie 
pluralistisch projekt met als grote uitdaging… 
1039 Op universitair vlak moet de samenwerking met Nederland veel intensiever verlopen, onder meer 
om op het wetenschappelijke vlak de Nederlandse taal een plaats te geven in Europa. 
1040 De samenwerking met Nederland op het vlak van het kultuurbeleid moet sterk uitgebreid worden. 
1041 De VU wenst de bestaande Nederlandse Taalunie te vervangen door een Nederlandse Kulturele 
Unie zodat niet alleen taal en letteren maar ook kultuur in de ruimste betekenis gezamenlijk worden 
behartigd. 
1042 Samen met Nederland moet Vlaanderen de volwaardige erkenning en het gebruik van het 
Nederlands eisen door de Europese autoriteiten, de media en de bedrijfswereld. 
1043 Nederland en Vlaanderen moeten een gemeenschappelijk internationaal kultureel beleid voeren. 
1044 Daarom moeten de Vlaamse parlementsleden in de Benelux-Raad zetelen als Vlaamse en niet 
langer als Belgische verkozenen. 
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What is remarkable about these passages is how Flanders is portrayed: as an 

independent state. At the European level, cooperation with the Netherlands is seen 

as most important. In the Benelux council, it is felt that Flanders should be presented 

as Flemish, not as Belgian. It seems that language and culture are the areas where the 

concept of Flemish identity indeed becomes relevant. As was declared in the 

programme, ‘Taal is gans het volk’ (Language is the entire people). 

4.4.3.4  Cultural politics in the context of immigration 

The VU-VVD also took a stance on the position of language in the context of 

migration policy. The VU-VVD stated that 
 
It is our right to demand from migrants, irrespective of their origin and 
status, an unconditional respect for laws in force and general social 
values.1045 
 
We want to open OUR rich culture to migrants; and we estimate the 
presence of numerous other cultural communities who will come to live in 
Flanders and Brussels as an enriching element. But the rules have to be 
respected.1046 

 

The VU-VVD saw integration as a very important process in which language was 

the main element. The VU-VVD presented some priorities, the first being language: 

‘Initially: language skills are a sine qua non for integration. Through education at all 

levels, a quick basic knowledge of Dutch must be made possible for the migrant 

children and their parents.’1047 

Overall, the VU-VVD emphasised respect for one another, with the Dutch 

language and culture at the forefront. The Dutch language was clearly seen as 

something valuable and worth fighting for. Although everyone was welcome in 

Flanders, the VU-VVD felts that it was not only an immigrant’s duty to learn the 

Dutch language and culture in order to integrate into Flemish society but also the 

 
1045 Het is ons recht van de migranten, ongeacht hun herkomst en statuut, een onvoorwaardelijk 
respekt te eisen voor hier vigerende wetten en algemeenmaatschappelijke waarden. 
1046 Wij willen ONZE rijke kultuur opengooien voor migranten; en wij schatten de aanwezigheid van 
de talloze andere kultuurgemeenschappen die zich in Vlaanderen en Brussel komen vestigen, in als 
een verrijkend element. Maar de spelregels moeten gerespekteerd worden. 
1047 In eerste instantie: taalkennis als conditio sine qua non voor integratie. Via het onderwijs op alle 
echelons moet een snelle basiskennis van het Nederlands mogelijk gemaakt worden voor de 
migrantenkinderen en voor hun ouders. 
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duty of communities to ensure that immigrants were integrated into Dutch-speaking 

society in every way. 

4.4.3.5  ‘An independent Flanders in a federal Europe’1048: European and foreign 
policy in 1995 

As this chapter has shown, European politics was an important arena for the VU-

VVD. Several examples of how Europe was seen as a helping forum in which to 

increase the power of Flanders have been presented. As mentioned above, in the 

very beginning of the party programme, the VU-VVD stated that the goal of the 

state reforms was an independent Flanders in a federal Europe of people and 

regions. The VU-VVD specified that it was not referring to 
 
the Flanders that has been turned back on itself with walls around it, but one 
that is entering into a federation with the rich diversity of peoples and culture 
regions in Europe. Scots, Irish, Bretons, Basques, Walloons, etc. are our 
partners in this.1049 

 

In this passage, the VU-VVD compares Flanders to other regions in Europe with 

strong identities and even the idea of independence. 

Thus, the VU-VVD is a typical example of a regionalist party, which uses Europe 

and European integration to obtain more power and achieve its own goals. As 

Hepburn states, it operates Europeanisation as a political strategy.1050 Hepburn and 

Detterbech believe that state reforms have enabled substates, like Flanders, to gain 

more power.1051 In the VU-VVD’s party programme, it is obvious that behind the 

state reforms, there is one goal: an independent Flanders. 

In the context of European and foreign policy, Flanders was regarded as an 

independent player. Even the chapter title in the party programme implies that 

Flanders is independent in European policy: ‘een onafhankelijk Vlaanderen’ (An 

independent Flanders). The VU-VVD presented Flanders as a small country: 

 
1048 Een onafhankelijk Vlaanderen in een federaal Europa. 
1049 Geen op zichzelf teruggeplooid Vlaanderen met muren er omheen, wel een Vlaanderen dat een 
federatie aangaat met de rijke verscheidenheid van volkeren en kultuurregio’s in Europa. Schotten, 
Ieren, Bretoenen, Basken, Walen, enz. zijn daarin onze partners. 
1050 Hepburn Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press. Manchester and New York. pp. 11-12. 
1051 Hepburn Eve & Detterbeck Klaus (2013): Federalism, regionalism and the dynamics of party 
politics. In Louglin John, Kincaid John and Swenden Wilfried (eds) Routledge Handbook of 
Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, London and New York p. 78. 
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‘Vlaanderen zal, als klein land’. This concerned not only European policy but also, in a 

broader context, the whole international arena. As mentioned earlier the VU-VVD 

wanted Flanders to be recognised as a full partner by the international 

community.1052 This meant that Flanders would have its place in the European 

Council as well as in the European Commission: ‘As a full member of the European 

Union Flanders has its place in the European Council and in the European 

Commission.’1053 The VU-VVD suggested that 
 
Flanders should continue to claim a permanent position in the Council of 
Ministers…In those Member States where it is already possible 
institutionally, like in Belgium, the representation in the Council should 
reflect national Parliaments.1054 
 
This makes Europe more real, bringing it closer to the people, without 
affecting its efficiency.1055 

 

The VU-VVD also wanted to emphasise the position of the Dutch language and 

culture in European politics. Overall, European policy was seen totally as an arena 

of Flanders, not Belgium. A similar trend — which is obvious in the chapter title: 

‘Vlaanderen en ontwikkelingssamenwerking’1056 — continued in the context of 

development cooperation. The main emphasis was on Flanders and its role in the 

development cooperation arena. 

Overall, the trend in the 1995 party programme of the VU–VVD was towards an 

independent Flanders. The VU-VVD saw and wanted Flanders to develop its 

independence much further than it was in 1995. It presented in its programme many 

problem areas that could have been much better if Flanders had more power 

regarding its own issues. In addition, the VU-VVD stressed Flemish culture and 

language very passionately. It emphasised the role of the Netherlands not only in 

cultural matters but also in economy and foreign policy. The role of the Netherlands 

seems to have been considered very important to Flanders’ future. The idea of losing 

 
1052 De VU wil dat Vlaanderen als volwaardige partner wordt erkend door de internationale 
gemeenschap. 
1053 Als volwaardig lid van de Europese Unie heeft Vlaanderen zijn plaats in de Europese Raad en de  
Europese Kommissie.  
1054 Vlaanderen moet een vaste plaats in de Ministerraad blijven opeisen…In die lidstaten waar het 
institutioneel al kan, in België dus, moet de vertegenwoordiging in de Raad een afspiegeling zijn van 
de nationale Parlementen. 
1055 Dat maakt Europa reëler, brengt het dichter bij de bevolking, zonder aan de efficiëntie te raken. 

1056 Flanders and development cooperation. 
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touch with France is also present in the background. France, which had traditionally 

been a close partner of Belgium, was naturally distant from Dutch-speaking Flanders. 

Finally, the VU-VVD saw Flanders as its own country. This came up for example 

in the context of European and foreign policy. European policy was seen as an 

important arena of influence on regional matters. Most of all, the 1995 party 

programme of the VU-VVD gives a clear clue to how the VU-VVD saw Flanders’ 

and Belgium’s future.  

4.4.4 The programme of the N-VA in 2010: Nu durven veranderen.1057 

The end of the 1990s and beginning of the 2000s showed that internal tensions inside 

the VU–VVD were too big to overcome. Finally, in summer 2001, the decision to 

separate was made, and, after a vote, the Bourgeois group inherited the party 

apparatus. The Bourgeois group party declared itself the New Flemish Alliance 

(Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie, N-VA) on 13 October 2001.1058 The N-VA described 

itself in its manifesto as a democratic Flemish national party which strives for an independent 

Flanders as a Member State of the European Union.1059  

The N-VA made a breakthrough during the 13 June 2010 federal elections: it 

became the largest party in the country. The leader of the party, Bart De Wever, was 

the most popular politician in the country, with almost 800,000 preferential votes.1060 

However, after long negotiations, a new government was formed without the N-VA. 

4.4.4.1  Een sterk sociaal en economisch perspectief voor Vlaanderen en Wallonië — 
A strong social and economic perspective for Flanders and Wallonia 

The N-VA’s 2010 party programme continued in the same vein as the VU–VVD’s 

programme in 1995: the focus was totally on Flanders. The party programme states, 

‘We believe that Flanders must evolve into a Member State of Europe.’1061 As only 

a sovereign state can join the EU (which Europe, in this case, refers to), this implies 

that the ultimate goal of the N-VA was an independent Flanders. Thus, Flanders was 

 
1057 Have the courage to change now. 
1058 Van Haute Emilie (2011): Volksunie, Nieuw-Vlaams Alliantie, Spirit, Vlaams-Progressief. In 
Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. 
Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles,Bruxelles. pp. 203-204.  

1059 www.n-va.be. 
1060 Ibid. 
1061 Wij geloven dat Vlaanderen moet evolueren tot lidstaat van Europa. 
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envisaged to have an independent role in the future. The programme continues: 

‘What Flanders cannot solve by itself, Belgium cannot either.’1062 Thus, the idea was 

that Belgium had no role in Flanders — Flanders could take care of itself. 

The programme also addressed the welfare and image of Flanders by noting that 

Flanders uses more and more federal institutions abroad in order to support the 

image of Flanders and to strengthen socioeconomic links with the rest of the 

world.1063 The focus was primarily on Flanders in every possible context, whether 

talking about the economy or foreign policy. Even in the context of defence policy 

and development cooperation, the focus was on Flanders (and what Flanders would 

do), not on Belgium. 

However, the 2010 approach was a bit different than in the 1990s: the focus was 

on Flanders but also on the bad social and political structure of Belgium. Regarding 

this matter, Belgium played a big role in the programme. The whole idea of the 

programme was to address how things would be better in Flanders if the whole 

structure of Belgium changed. The party programme states in the preface that 

‘Indeed, the Belgian structures do not work anymore.’1064 The main focus of the 

programme was on the outdated structures of Belgium that did not work anymore. 

Belgium was addressed in the context of what had to change. The title of the 

programme suggests this: ‘Have the courage to change now.’1065 In addition, every 

chapter in the programme started with the words ‘Have the courage to change.’1066 

The party programme focused on Flanders, but also on Belgium. There was also 

a focus on Wallonia. Even the title of the programme reflects this: ‘Have the courage 

to change now. A strong social and economic perspective for Flanders and 

Wallonia.’1067 The idea of the programme was that changing the outdated system of 

Belgium would also benefit Wallonia, not only Flanders. Change was considered to 

be an advantage for the whole country. The programme states, 
 
What do we want to do with the socioeconomic levers and other powers 
transferred to Flanders and Wallonia?1068 

 
1062 Wat Vlaanderen niet op zichzelf kan oplossen, kan België ook niet. 
1063 Om het imago van Vlaanderen te ondersteunen en de sociaaleconomische banden met de rest van 
de wereld te versterken, maakt Vlaanderen steeds vaker gebruik van bestaande federale gebouwen of 
instellingen in het buitenland. 
1064 De Belgische structuren werken immers niet meer. 
1065 Nu durven veranderen.  
1066 Durven veranderen. 
1067 Nu durven veranderen. Een sterk sociaal en economisch perspectief voor Vlaanderen en Wallonië.  
1068 Wat willen we doen met de sociaaleconomische hefbomen en andere bevoegdheden die naar 
Vlaanderen en Wallonië overgeheveld worden? 
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The programme also wanted to highlight the problems of Wallonia and how 

things had to change in a way that would benefit both Flanders and Wallonia. This 

was interesting because, for the first time, in the context of this study, the party 

programme of a Flemish nationalist political party discussed intensively also the 

problems of Wallonia. Overall, the programme concentrated on Flanders, the poor 

structure of Belgium, and Wallonia. Naturally, the main concern was issues related 

to Flanders, but those of Wallonia also received attention. The N-VA declared in the 

party programme preface, 
 
The N-VA wants the Flemings to wake up this country on 13 June 2010! 
Now it is time to have the courage to make a change towards an 
economically stronger Flanders, the courage to make a change towards 
preserving Social Security; now it is time to have the courage to change for 
our children and grandchildren. NOW!1069 

 

The whole party programme of the N-VA ended with the sentence, ‘The N-VA 

wants to contribute to this and with this programme outlines a strong social and 

economic perspective for Flanders and for Wallonia.’1070 

4.4.4.2  ‘Have the courage to change towards a confederal model’1071 

The N-VA’s political party programme proposed major changes to Belgian 

structures. The main idea of the party programme was a transition to a confederal 

system. According to the N-VA, the changes — decentralisation — that took place 

in the 1960s had been successful: ‘As a consequence of the economic 

decentralisation of Belgium in the sixties, Flanders has produced a series of 

economic success stories. Wallonia also stood on the barricades for more economic 

autonomy.’1072 According to the N-VA, it was now the time to take a further step 

towards a confederal system. 

 
1069 De N-VA wil dat de Vlamingen op 13 juni 2010 dit land wakker maken! Nu durven veranderen 
voor een economisch sterker Vlaanderen, nu durven veranderen om de sociale zekerheid te bewaren, 
nu durven veranderen voor onze kinderen en kleinkinderen. NU! 
1070 De N-VA wil daartoe een bijdrage leveren en schetst met dit programma een sterk sociaal en 
economisch perspectief voor Vlaanderen en voor Wallonië. 
1071 Durven veranderen naar een confederaal model. 
1072 De economische decentralisatie van België in de jaren zestig van de vorige eeuw heeft Vlaanderen 
een reeks economische succesverhalen opgeleverd. Ook Wallonië stond toen op de barricade voor 
meer economisch zelfbestuur. 
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The N-VA states in the preface that ‘This electoral programme wants to bring 

the state structure into line with the confederal reality of the federal government.’1073 

The main reason for this was the fact that the old Belgian structures were outdated 

and no longer worked for Belgium.1074 The N-VA states at the beginning of the 

programme, ‘In recent years, it has become clear that the federal state is also outdated 

by national and international developments.’1075 According to the programme, it was 

time to have the courage to change: ‘nu durven veranderen.’ 

The N-VA presented the confederal model by stating, 
 
The N-VA supports a genuine reform of the system of Copernicus, with full 
fiscal autonomy in the federated states. Fiscal autonomy in a confederal 
system means that we rotate things: The federated states charge taxes and 
contribute to the confederation for the financing of the remaining powers 
and tasks.1076 

 
Choosing a Copernican state reform is also opting for more cooperation 
between the federated states… What we want to do together, we can do 
better in a confederal model.1077 

 

The N-VA wanted regional autonomy to grow and deepen at every possible level. 

The party also felt that with a confederative system, there will be fewer powers at 

the current federal level i.e. less ministers, smaller cabinets and no state 

secretaries.1078 

The programme emphasised cooperation between the federated states. The party 

programme also focused on the smaller European countries and the way they related 

to Flanders. The N-VA saw, in the context of globalisation, that 
 

 
1073 Dit verkiezingsprogramma wil de staatsstructuur in overeenstemming brengen met de confederale 
realiteit van het federale bestuur op het terrein. 
1074 De Belgische structuren werken immers niet meer. 
1075 De voorbije jaren is duidelijk geworden dat ook de federale staat door de nationale en internationale 
ontwikkelingen achterhaald is. 
1076 De N-VA is voorstander van een echte Copernicaanse hervorming waarbij de deelstaten volledige 
fiscale autonomie hebben. Fiscale autonomie in een confederaal systeem betekent dat we de zaken 
omdraaien: de deelstaten heffen belastingen en keren een dotatie uit aan de confederatie voor de 
financiering van de overgebleven bevoegdheden en taken. 
1077 Kiezen voor een Copernicaanse staatshervorming is ook kiezen voor méér samenwerking tussen 
de deelstaten… Wat we samen willen doen, kunnen we beter doen in een confederaal model. 
1078 Met een confederaal systeem zullen er minder bevoegdheden op het huidige federale niveau 
overblijven en kunnen we het met minder ministers doen, met kleinere kabinetten en zonder 
staatssecretarissen. 
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Smaller countries can often make use of an efficient decision-making system 
as part of a larger unit (a currency union) to make fast, efficient and bold but 
informed choices to address new socioeconomic challenges . . . The 
paralysed federal level cannot achieve this transition to a globalised economy 
. . . Furthermore, Belgium offers hardly any economies of scale for Flanders 
and Wallonia.1079 

 

This implied that Belgium could not develop economically towards globalisation 

because of a paralysed federal level. It concluded, ‘In this way, in a new confederal 

cooperation, both Flanders and Wallonia can take responsibility for themselves in a 

growing world.’1080 

 The N-VA proposed a confederal model that would benefit the whole country. 

Naturally, the focus was on Flanders: ‘The N-VA has a clear vision of how Flanders 

has to face the world.’1081 But the idea was that Wallonia would also benefit. Indeed, 

Wallonia was mentioned several times in the programme: 
 
The N-VA calls for all socioeconomic levers and instruments to be 
controlled by the federated states… In this way, Flanders and Wallonia have 
the opportunity to pursue a completely different policy, in accordance with 
their own insights and in line with the will of their own voters.1082 

 

Thus, the best solution, according to the N-VA, was one in which Flanders and 

Wallonia could decide the affairs independently. 

Overall, the whole programme focused on the confederal system and how it 

would improve the systems and structures of the country. The main idea was to take 

a step towards a more independent Flanders where Flemish people could decide 

their own affairs more autonomously. The interesting point was the fact that the 

programme presented a new confederal model that benefited both Flanders and 

Wallonia. Nevertheless, not all references to Wallonia in the text were positive. There 

 
1079 Kleinere landen kunnen als deel van een groter geheel (bv. een muntunie) vaak gebruik maken van 
een efficiënt beslissingssysteem om snel en efficiënt gedurfde maar doordachte keuzes te maken om 
nieuwe sociaaleconomische uitdagingen aan te pakken...Het lamgeslagen federale bestuursniveau kan 
die omschakeling naar een geglobaliseerde economie niet aan…Bovendien biedt België nauwelijks 
schaalvoordelen aan Vlaanderen en Wallonië. 
1080 Het is ook op die manier dat zowel Vlaanderen als Wallonië in een nieuwe confederale 
samenwerking zelf verantwoordelijkheid kunnen nemen in een steeds groter wordende wereld. 
1081 De N-VA heeft een duidelijke visie op de manier waarop Vlaanderen de wereld tegemoet moet 
treden. 
1082 De N-VA vraagt dat alle sociaaleconomische hefbomen en instrumenten in handen komen van de 
deelstaten…Zo krijgen Vlaanderen en Wallonië volop de kans om desgevallend een totaal ander beleid 
te voeren, conform hun eigen inzichten en conform de wil van hun eigen kiezers. 
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were some contradictions, including linguistic ones, which are presented in the next 

section’s analysis of cultural issues. 

4.4.4.3  Cultural politics in the party programme of the N-VA in 2010 

In contrast to the party programmes of previous years, the N-VA did not handle 

culture issues in a separate section in the 2010 programme. Perhaps the reason for 

this was that cultural autonomy was already achieved through the earlier state reform, 

and it was thus not vitally important to bring it up. The 2010 party programme was 

deeply focused on the presentation of the confederal system. However, the 

programme did address linguistic and cultural problems in many different contexts 

and placed some emphasis on the importance of small cultures, as shown in the 

following passage: 
 
Globalisation certainly leads to economies of scale. However, we would also 
point out that small countries such as Denmark, Ireland and Finland, states 
such as Catalonia or Bavaria, regions such as northern Italy and South 
Netherlands, and new countries like Slovakia can make choices and defend 
new economic identities with strong cultural roots.1083 

 

One of the main contexts that contain linguistic contradictions is asylum and 

migration policy. The problems primarily occur between Dutch-speaking and 

French-speaking political parties. The N-VA stated, 
 
Especially since the whole policy was handed over to the French-speaking 
parties, a true open border policy was conducted . . . The ruling majority of 
the CD & V and Open VLD handed over all the keys to the migration policy 
to the hands of the PS and CdH. Shortly afterwards, the miserable 
regularisation agreement was concluded…1084 

 
1083 De globalisering zorgt zeker voor schaalvergroting. Maar evengoed merken we dat kleine landen 
als Denemarken, Ierland en Finland, deelstaten als Catalonië of Beieren, regio’s als Noord-Italië en 
Zuid-Nederland en nieuwe landen als Slovakije keuzes durven maken en een nieuwe economische 
identiteit verweren met sterke culturele wortels. 
1084 Vooral sinds het hele beleid in Franstalige handen werd gegeven, werd een waar open 
grenzenbeleid gevoerd... De regeringspartijen CD&V en Open Vld, gaven zo alle sleutels voor het 
migratiebeleid in handen van PS en cdH. Kort daarna werd het rampzalige regularisatieakkoord 
gesloten… 
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In return for this flexible regulation, the Flemish parties wanted stricter 
criteria for family reunification and naturalisation. However, because of the 
obstruction of the French-speaking parties, it has not materialised.1085 

 

In the context of asylum and migration policy, the N-VA saw that preserving the 

Dutch language was crucially important. It felt it was ‘essential that all immigrants 

integrate to society as quickly as possible. Knowledge of Dutch and of our society 

with all the rights and obligations attached to it: these are the elements which a civic 

integration policy should lead.’1086 

One of the important issues in the context of asylum and migration policy is 

acquiring Belgian nationality. The programme stated that 
 
The N-VA wants to abolish the ‘snel-Belgwet’1087 and at the same time to make 
the whole nationality legislation clearer. Foreigners, who wish to apply for 
nationality must live here for at least five years and speak the language of the 
linguistic area in which they live.1088 

 

For the N-VA, it was important that an individual speak the language of the 

linguistic area in which he or she lives (either Dutch, French, or German). It wanted 

to respect the language barriers. This was a significant matter for the party. In this 

way, it also protected the Dutch language. 

Linguistic problems and contradictions between Flanders and French-speaking 

Belgium also occurred in the context of police forces. According to the programme: 
 
With the police reform, compulsory bilingualism was introduced for all 
agents of the Brussels police zones. The transitional period for this time had 
already expired in 2006. Nevertheless, it appears that only 51 % of French-
speaking police staff still know Dutch. In the case of Dutch-language staff, 
bilingualism is 83.2 %, a huge difference. All Brussels police officers must 
be bilingual as provided for by law.1089 

 
1085 In ruil voor deze soepele regularisatie, wilden de Vlaamse partijen strengere criteria voor 
gezinshereniging en naturalisatie. Zover is het, door obstructie van de Franstalige partijen, echter nooit 
gekomen.  
1086 Het is essentieel dat alle migranten zo snel mogelijk inburgeren. Kennis van het Nederlands en van 
onze samenleving met alle rechten en plichten die eraan verbonden zijn: dat zijn de elementen waartoe 
een inburgeringsbeleid moet leiden. 
1087 The fast-track citizenship law. 
1088 De N-VA wil de snel-Belgwet afschaffen en tegelijk de hele nationaliteitswetgeving duidelijker 
maken. Vreemdelingen die de nationaliteit willen aanvragen moeten hier minstens vijf jaar wonen en 
de taal spreken van het taalgebied waarin ze wonen. 
1089 Met de politiehervorming werd de verplichte tweetaligheid voor alle agenten van de Brusselse 
politiezones ingevoerd. De overgangsperiode daarvoor verstreek reeds in 2006. Toch blijkt dat nog 
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It is obvious that language issues produce contradictions between Dutch-

speaking and French-speaking Belgians. Indeed, it seems that the contradictions 

around language are ongoing. 

Finally, the most interesting issue relating to culture in the party programme was 

the role of the king in the political system. On this topic, the N-VA felt that 
 
The role of the king should be limited to a strictly ceremonial matter in this 
Confederal Model. The financial arrangements for the royal family should 
be better connected to the protocol role. The N-VA considers in principle 
that the country should be represented by someone who was elected for that 
purpose by the people, which does not necessarily mean that a president 
should be elected.1090 

 

Although this issue was related strongly to the confederal model, it is indeed 

interesting that N-VA was ready to say this publicly. The King and the royal family 

are definitely one of the most important symbols integrating Belgium and the Belgian 

people. Although it does not directly suggest that having a president would be better, 

it can be inferred. 

Overall, cultural issues were mentioned only briefly in the programme. Language 

issues on the other hand remained still important. It was also clear that the N-VA 

felt the Dutch and French languages were not treated equally. Culturally, the most 

interesting point was the possible intervention in the king’s role. As mentioned 

above, the royal family is one of the most important symbols integrating Belgium. 

Thus, it takes courage to suggest, even indirectly, presidential elections. 

4.4.4.4  European and foreign policy in 2010 

In the area of foreign policy, the N-VA concentrated almost entirely on European 

politics in its 2010 party programme. N-VA felt that 

 
steeds slechts 51% van het Franstalige politiepersoneel ook Nederlands kent. Bij de Nederlandstalige 
personeelsleden ligt de tweetaligheid op 83,2%, een enorm verschil. Alle Brusselse politieagenten 
moeten tweetalig zijn zoals wettelijk is voorzien.  
1090 De rol van de koning moet beperkt moet worden tot een volstrekt ceremoniële aangelegenheid in 
dit confederaal model. De financiële afspraken voor het koningshuis moeten beter aansluiten bij die 
protocollaire rol. De N-VA vindt in principe dat het land moet vertegenwoordigd worden door iemand 
die daartoe verkozen is door de mensen, wat echter niet noodzakelijk betekent dat een president moet 
verkozen worden. 
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Internationally, the European integration process is undeniably one of the 
most important political evolutions in recent decades.1091 

 
The N-VA wants a stronger Europe, which is stronger and more united not 
only economically but also politically. Europe should pull as much as 
possible, both within the EU and on the world stage. Many future challenges 
cannot be addressed separately at the Member State level. To do so, we need 
a strong Europe.1092 

 

According to the N-VA, Flanders should evolve towards membership in Europe: 
 
After all, Belgium does not offer the economies of scale that Europe can 
offer us (e.g. with regard to internal market, competition policy, monetary 
union, defence, etc.). What Flanders cannot solve on its own either can 
Belgium. European integration, therefore, makes this process possible.1093 

 

In the light of Belgian EU Presidency the party programme stressed how 

important it is from the very beginning to fully involve Flanders and Wallonia.1094 

What is interesting is that programme brought up also Wallonia, not only Flanders, 

in this context. The programme continued, 
 
Differentiation to the federated states should be possible, as it cannot 
continue, that certain regions in our country refuse to define their own 
objectives and make commitments. Thus, at European level, the path that 
Flanders and Wallonia must follow is established.1095 

 

Thus, Flanders and also Wallonia must have the ability to decide their own affairs 

at the European level. The N-VA continued along the same path as the VU 15 years 

earlier, using European integration to seek more power for Flanders. 

 
1091 Internationaal is het Europese integratieproces onmiskenbaar één van de meest belangrijke 
politieke evoluties van de laatste decennia. 
1092 De N-VA wil een sterker Europa, dat niet alleen economisch maar ook politiek alsmaar sterker en 
eendrachtiger wordt. Europa moet zo veel mogelijk aan één zeel trekken, zowel binnen de EU als op 
het wereldtoneel. Vele uitdagingen van de toekomst kunnen we niet aan op het niveau van de lidstaten 
afzonderlijk. Daarvoor hebben we een sterk Europa nodig. 
1093 België biedt immers niet de schaalvoordelen die Europa ons wel kan bieden (bv. inzake interne 
markt, concurrentiebeleid, muntunie, defensie,…). Wat Vlaanderen niet op zichzelf kan oplossen, kan 
België ook niet. De Europese integratie maakt dit proces dus mogelijk. 

1094 In het licht van het Belgisch EU-Voorzitterschap vanaf juli is het daarom belangrijk om Vlaanderen 
en Wallonië…volwaardig bij de start van het Europees voorzitterschap te betrekken. 
1095 Differentiatie naar de deelstaten toe moet mogelijk zijn, want het kan niet dat bepaalde regio’s in 
ons land blijven weigeren om eigen doelstellingen te definiëren en engagementen aan te gaan. Op 
Europees vlak wordt dus het pad vastgelegd dat Vlaanderen en Wallonië moeten bewandelen. 
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In conclusion, in the party programme the N-VA recognises itself as a pro-

European party in the European integration project.1096 It states, 
 
We understand that not all Member States are ready for this step towards 
further European integration. The European Union itself is also not ready 
to take on this role. The path towards greater European integration will 
proceed in stages…1097 

 

Although the party programme concentrated on European policy, some sections 

commented on development cooperation and most of all on defence policy. In the 

context of development cooperation, the N-VA wanted to make clear that the focus 

was on Flanders, not Belgium. It was Flanders’ development cooperation that was 

handled. The N-VA stated that ‘Flanders wants to work on development 

cooperation that restores good governance and the fight against corruption as an 

integral part of the policy.’1098 The emphasis was on Flanders and what Flanders 

wanted to do. It continues: ‘Indeed, in Flanders, there is clear support for a rational 

approach to development cooperation…’1099 

The political party programme also took a stance on defence policy. In addition 

to possible cooperation with the Netherlands, the programme mentioned that 
 
The development of a small and flexible army is a step in the right direction, 
but it only really makes sense when a European security force is set up with 
a particular focus on peacekeeping and peace-enforcement…In this respect, 
we reiterate our proposal to achieve a deep integration of the Dutch and 
Belgian defence.1100 

 

In this context, one word stands out: Belgische (Belgian). The programme refers to 

Belgium and not Flanders. The reason for this might be as simple as the fact that, in 

official terms, it was Belgium’s and not Flanders’ defence. 

 
1096 De N-VA schrijft zich als pro-Europese partij in het Europese integratieproject in. 
1097 We begrijpen dat niet alle lidstaten klaar zijn voor deze stap naar een verdere Europese integratie. 
Bovendien is de Europese Unie zelf ook niet klaar om deze rol op zich te nemen. De weg naar een 
grotere Europese integratie zal in etappes verlopen… 
1098 Vlaanderen wil werk maken van een ontwikkelingssamenwerking die goed bestuur en 
corruptiebestrijding opnieuw opneemt als een integraal onderdeel van het beleid. 
1099 In Vlaanderen bestaat immers een duidelijk draagvlak voor een rationele aanpak van 
ontwikkelingssamenwerking… 
1100 De ontwikkeling van een klein en flexibel leger is een stap in de goede richting, maar heeft pas echt 
zin wanneer er een Europese veiligheidsmacht wordt opgericht die zich in het bijzonder richt op 
vredeshandhaving en vredesafdwinging… In dat opzicht herhalen we ons voorstel om tot een 
verregaande integratie van de Nederlandse en Belgische defensie te komen. 
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Overall, the N-VA’s 2010 party programme was almost entirely a presentation of 

the confederal model. The confederal model came up in many contexts. It was 

presented as a natural continuation in the process towards greater autonomy, even 

independence. Although the structural changes brought by state reforms since the 

1970s led the administration towards a federalist model, they no longer 

corresponded with modern expectations. Belgian structures were seen as very 

outdated and no longer valid. They were considered stagnated and ineffective. 

One interesting detail is the fact that Wallonia and the way, in which it would 

benefit from a confederalist system, were brought up in the party programme. The 

idea was that both Flanders and Wallonia would benefit. This was the first time, in 

the context of this study, that the Flemish nationalist party programme had 

commented so directly and intensively on the situation of Wallonia. Naturally, there 

were also contradictions between Flanders and Wallonia in the programme and the 

main concern was Flemish welfare. 

4.5 Compiling the Results of the Party Programme Analysis 

4.5.1 From a unitary Belgium to a federal state: What next? 

Belgium has gone major institutional changes in recent decades. It has transformed 

from a unitary state into a federal state via several state reforms. This has happened 

mostly because Flemish people wanted more power to make decisions regarding 

their own affairs. Flemish political parties have handled institutional issues like 

territorial autonomy, federalism, and confederalism very differently in their political 

party programmes. In this section, the results of the previous chapters are 

summarised. First, I review the extent of autonomy and how political parties 

addressed this in their party programmes. Then, I address nationalist matters like 

language and culture and finally I tackle Flanders’ position in the European and 

international fora. 

4.5.1.1  Socialists and retaining a uniform Kingdom of Belgium via cooperation 
between regions 

In 1972, regionalisation was consistently in the background of the PSB’s political 

party programme. Regionalisation was taken into account as it was seen as a very 
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important matter. There was even an entire chapter devoted to regionalisation. 

Regionalisation was seen as the best choice for a united Belgium. 

According to Hepburn and Detterbeck, in Belgium, some state-wide parties like 

the Socialists supported decentralisation in the 1970s. It saw regional autonomy as 

the only solution not only to administrative problems but also to problems, which 

arouse from the challenges of nationalist parties.1101 This was also seen in the PSB’s 

party programme in 1972. It also made clear that everything was done for Belgium, 

not for Flanders. Achieving effective decentralisation was also seen as desirable. 

However, the total autonomy of the regions was never mentioned. Thus, a united 

Belgium and cooperation between e.g. Regional Councils were strongly emphasised. 

In 1991, the SP emphasised cooperation between the national level and Flemish 

level. It was clear that Flanders and Belgium needed each other. However, the SP 

stated that it wanted to avoid further state reforms, which would be dominated by 

community aspects. In other words, the SP wanted to highlight the citizens, not 

communities. It did not want to concentrate on the contradictions between Flanders 

and Wallonia. However, in 1991, even though the SP did support decentralisation 

and the idea of increasing the power given to the sublevel, it wanted the state to be 

part of it as well. Thus, even though SP wanted the communities to be competent at 

the international level, the national government should be informed first. The key 

was cooperation. 

In 1995, the situation was different because Belgium had become a federal state 

in 1993. Communities and regions received more freedom, and their parliaments 

were elected directly. The SP noted in 1995 that federalisation was very important to 

Flanders, but it also wanted to stress that it was important to avoid any conflict 

between peoples, over regions and communities. In other words, nothing should 

interfere with the congruence. The SP continued along the same lines as the previous 

party programme, and it emphasised cooperation between different levels. A new 

federal state, Belgium, was above everything. 

In 2010, the sp.a failed to establish directly whether or not the federalisation 

process should continue towards confederalism. However, Belgium was in the 

forefront, and the programme supported a united Belgium, so one could assume that 

the sp.a did not support a confederal model, not to mention the independence of 

Flanders. Nevertheless, the sp.a did support a great state reform that would be a 

‘new deal’ between communities, regions, and the federal government. They would 

 
1101 Hepburn Eve & Detterbeck Klaus (2013): Federalism, regionalism and the dynamics of party 
politics. In Loughlin John, Kincaid John and Swenden Wilfried (eds.): Routledge Handbook of 
Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, London and New York. pp. 79-80.   
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all work together and strengthen the whole of Belgium so that all Belgians would 

benefit. In other words, sp.a supported the model where there would be strong 

sublevels and a strong federal level. Thus, it stood for a strong federation. As Elazar 

(as cited by Watts) puts it the federation is a political system, where exists strong 

constituent units and a strong general government1102. Here again, the main priorities 

were Belgium and cooperation. 

Overall, the sp.a has always supported the unity of Belgium. In 1990s, there was 

a period when Flanders was the focus, but even then, Belgium remained important. 

For the sp.a, the cooperation between different sublevels and the federal government 

has always been the core, and all contradictions and conflicts between different levels 

must be avoided. 

4.5.1.2  The Christian Democratic Parties: Towards a confederal Belgium 

The CVP supported a more decentralised state in its 1971 party programme. The 

programme demanded more autonomy, especially regarding cultural policies. It also 

proposed continued economic decentralisation. In 1971, the CVP felt that decentralisation 

was a very good solution to administrative problems. The party programme 

underlined the need to transfer more competence to the provincial level. However, 

as Deschouwer explains, behind this supportive attitude towards decentralisation 

was a balance of power1103. According to Deschouwer, by supporting 

decentralisation and containing the ethnolinguistic conflict, the Christian 

Democrats1104, became even stronger1105.  

After the party split, the autonomous CVP was the leading force of Flanders. In 

fact, taking powers from the centre meant transferring power to a level where the 

 
1102 Watts Ronald L. (2013): Typologies of federalism. In Loughlin John, Kincaid John and Swenden 
Wilfried (eds): Routledge Handbook of Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, London and New 
York. p. 22. 
1103 Deschouwer Kris (2009): And the Peace Goes On? Consociational Democracy and Belgian Politics 
in the Twenty-First Century. In Brans Marleen, De Winter Lieven and Swenden Wilfried (eds.): The 
Politics of Belgium. Institutions and policy under bipolar and centrifugal federalism. Routledge, Oxon. 
p. 39.  

1104 According to Deschouwer this concerned also the Socialists. 
1105 Deschouwer Kris (2009): And the Peace Goes On? Consociational Democracy and Belgian Politics 
in the Twenty-First Century. In Brans Marleen, De Winter Lieven and Swenden Wilfried (eds.): The 
Politics of Belgium. Institutions and policy under bipolar and centrifugal federalism. Routledge, Oxon. 
p. 39. 
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party could still control it.1106 Thus, behind all this support for decentralisation was 

not only a more autonomous Flanders but also more power for the party. 

In 1991, the CVP took a clear stance in support of extensive federalism. The 

programme as a whole was like a manifestation for the federal state. It emphasised 

Flanders and the possibility of it acting internationally. The CVP declared that more 

powers should be vested in Flanders, which should have the right to choose its own 

Parliament directly. According to the CVP, the regions and communities had to bear 

their financial and fiscal responsibilities themselves, and Flanders had to have more 

decision-making power. Regionalism was clearly evident in the party programme of 

1991. 

The new Constitution played a specific role in the party programme of 1995. 

There was even a chapter titled The operation of federal Belgium. The CVP stressed 

federalism and Belgium as a federal country where Flanders had a special 

autonomous role. This more and more autonomous Flanders played a key role in 

the programme, as did the Flemish Parliament and the Flemish government 

specifically. Flanders was now an autonomous part of the federal state, not just some 

area in the north. 

By 2010, Flanders had stabilised its position in federal Belgium. In the party 

programme CD&V presented the ideas that it felt should be taken into account when 

introducing the new state reform. It concentrated on a confederal model, where the 

centre of competences would be in the federated states. The main idea of the CD&V 

was that Belgium should be reformed, not divided. The programme also attached 

importance on cooperation. Flemish policy was seen as a priority but not at the 

expense of the federal level. Thus, it was emphasised strongly that cooperation with 

the other levels was required to attain the best solution for Flanders. It became very 

obvious that Flanders also needed an efficient federal level. Flanders needed 

Belgium. Overall, one of the clearest guidelines in the programme was the path 

towards confederalism. More powers were wanted for the federated entities, and, in 

this way, they would become more independent. However, CD&V wanted to reform 

Belgium, not to split it. Flanders was and is a part of Belgium – an autonomous 

region with a significant amount of power – not a nation-state of its own. 

Independence was seen as inappropriate. 

Like the sp.a, the CD&V also stressed the importance of a new state reform that 

would secure the welfare of all Belgians. However, the CD&V took this a few steps 

further when it announced that its final goal in the new state reform was to instate a 

 
1106 Ibid. 
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confederal model with a focus on the federated states, not separatism. According to 

the CD&V, it wanted to reform the country, not divide it. 

Overall, the CD&V took one step at a time towards a more and more 

autonomous Flanders. In 1971, it was decentralisation; in the 1990s, federalisation; 

finally, in 2010, it shifted towards confederalism. However, Belgium was not 

forgotten. On the contrary, the CD&V stressed that these steps would be the best 

thing to do for all Belgians, not only the Flemish people. 

4.5.1.3  Liberals’ goal for a confederal Belgium 

The political party programme of the PVV was very reticent regarding autonomy or 

federalisation in 1971. In fact, the programme contained only a few mentions of 

regionalisation at all. In addition, there were no significant statements about the 

future plans of the party. The PVV did not take a stance for or against extending 

autonomy or federalism. Overall, the programme was very Belgium-oriented. Its 

silence regarding issues of autonomy is revealing. It is possible that the PVV just did 

not regard it as important enough to mention. However, the programme was called 

the ‘National Programme’ so it is unsurprising that it emphasised a national point of 

view. In addition, unitarism was strongest in the Liberal Party in the 1960s, so this 

may also have had an impact on the programme in 19711107. It was not until 1972 

that the Liberal Party split into a Flemish and French-speaking party1108. 

Nevertheless, the intra-party conflicts were obviously reflected in the party 

programme. 

In 1991, Belgium was on its way towards becoming a federal state. This was 

obvious in the PVV’s party programme. The PVV presented its concept of a true 

federal state in its party programme. It emphasised the role of regions and communities 

even in the international fora. Flanders was highlighted as was its role at national and 

at international level. 

In 1995, Belgium held both federal and regional elections, resulting in two 

separate party programmes of VLD. Most institutional issues were handled in the 

regional programme. The VLD made it clear that it supported an enlarged autonomy 

for the two main communities. According to the programme more autonomous 

communities should have, for instance, fiscal responsibilities. Overall, the VLD felt 

 
1107 Witte Els (2009): Increasing Tension between the Communities and the Creation of a federalised 
Belgium. In Witte Els, Craeybeckx Jan, Meynen Alain (eds.): Political History of Belgium. From 1830 
onwards, Academic and Scientific Publishers nv, Brussels. p. 365.  

1108 Ibid. 
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that some other areas, like police forces, should be regionalised further. According 

to VLD, the federal government was only competent in matters that were explicitly 

granted to it, like defence and justice, while governments of the two large 

communities were competent in all other matters. The VLD concluded that this 

would also put an end to the misuse of transfers between the north and south. 

In 2010, the Open VLD took a strong stance on confederalism. It presented a 

confederal model in a very detailed manner. Confederalism was the core of the party 

programme. Above all, the Open VLD supported more autonomous federated 

states. However, the Open VLD clearly stated that confederalism was the final stop, 

and there was no possibility of moving towards an independent Flanders. Even 

though the Liberals wanted to gain more power for Flanders, they also highlighted 

Belgium and cooperation between all Belgians. For them, Flanders was a part of 

Belgium and the independence of Flanders was out of question. 

In recent decades, the Liberal parties have moved towards more autonomous 

regions and communities, first towards federalism, and then towards a confederal 

Belgium. But, according to the 2010 programme, there was no room for 

independence development. 

4.5.1.4  Flemish nationalists and the dream of an independent Flanders 

In 1971, the VU’s party programme made it very clear that it worked for federalism. 

Federalism was in the forefront throughout the programme, no matter which issue 

was discussed. The party programme defended federalism and stressed the 

importance of a situation where communities handled their own affairs. According 

to the VU, although some issues also required the authority of the central 

government; for instance, in foreign policy, it is important that ‘the boss’ be at home. 

In 1991, the VU-VVD’s zakboekje was very federalism-oriented. Like the 1971 

party programme, the text discussed federalism and its importance in nearly every 

chapter, no matter the subject. The VU-VVD handled federalism as a European as 

well as a national issue. The party programme presented the upcoming federal state 

as a great victory for the party. It was seen as crucial that Flanders decides its own 

affairs and takes responsibility for its own policies. This also concerned foreign 

policies i.a. regarding development cooperation and development aid, where 

Flanders was on the focus. Overall, the main message was that Flanders should be 

fully recognised in the international fora. 

In 1995, a more independent future was in sight for the VU-VVD. It was clear 

that the state reforms were only the beginning and that development towards a more 
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independent future was coming. More autonomous development was there to stay. 

The VU-VVD also stated that the ultimate goal of state reform remained an 

independent Flanders. The VU-VVD noted dramatically that the failure of 

federalism would lead to the breakup of Belgium. Thus, federalism was seen as the 

saviour of Belgium. 

The programme stated that the VU strives for voluntarily closed federal or confederal 

partnerships between Flanders and other communities to reconcile thus autonomy and solidarity with 

one another. In 1995, the VU-VVD also looked at federalisation process in a broader 

context: the European level. The VU-VVD stated that it wanted Flanders to be seen 

as a full partner in the international community. 

In 2010, the N-VA proposed a confederal model. According to the N-VA, it was 

time to take further steps towards a confederal system. The N-VA noted that the 

confederal model would be in the best interest of both Wallonia and Flanders. 

Obviously, Flanders was still in the forefront. The main idea was to take a step 

towards a more independent Flanders where Flemish people could decide their own 

affairs more autonomously. Even though the independence of Flanders was only 

implied indirectly, the party programme stressed the regions and their welfare as well 

as the model that could bring it about: confederalism. 

In recent decades, the VU, VU-VVD and later the N-VA presented more and 

more autonomous systems, first via federalism and, in 2010, via confederalism. The 

goal was always clear: an independent Flanders. The state reforms were seen as steps 

that had to be taken before the real victory could be achieved. 

4.5.2 Nationalism in party programmes in recent decades 

Nationality, or nationalism, can describe many different things. This analysis has 

relied on Anderson’s theory of nationalism, which considers nationalism to be 

cultural artefacts of a particular kind.1109 This concluding chapter first concentrates 

on the identification of the party programmes — how much they concentrate on 

Flanders and how much on Belgium. Second, it focuses on Dutch culture, especially 

on the Dutch language. It looks at what kind of development there has been 

regarding how political parties handle Dutch culture and language in their party 

programmes. 

 
1109 Anderson Benedict (2016): Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism. CPI Group (UK), Ltd, Croydon. p. 4. 
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 As mentioned earlier, this topic has some problems, especially analysing the year 

1995 because then there were also regional elections and the VLD had two different 

programmes. Therefore, when comparing different political parties regarding this 

topic, this must be kept in mind. 

4.5.2.1  The Socialist Parties and national matters in recent decades 

From the very beginning, the Socialist Party has been very Belgium-oriented. From 

1972 I analysed the party programme of PSB, which was naturally written in French. 

The party split into two entities in 1978 so in 1972 the party was still together. The 

PSB handled cultural politics very subtly and at the universal level, even though 

cultural autonomy received the chapter of its own. Moreover, the programme only 

introduced the changes without telling what it, PSB, wants e.g. into which direction 

the autonomy should evolve. In addition, it notes that even though there was cultural 

autonomy, also the national legislature held the responsibility. Overall, the Dutch 

culture or language did not gain a foothold in 1972. One reason for this may be the 

fact that the topic was in the beginning of 1970s very sensitive and it was hard to 

find common opinions about cultural matters. The intra-party conflicts started to 

become more visible after the first state reform1110, and this certainly reflected also 

the party programme. Even though the party was still together, BSP and PSB were 

no longer on the same path. 

By 1991, the situation had not changed dramatically, as Belgium was very much 

present in the programme. On the other hand, Flanders also came into picture. In 

fact, Belgium and Flanders were viewed side by side in many issues. Flanders was 

mentioned several times, but Belgium was always in the background. If Flanders was 

at the forefront in some issues, it did not take anything away from Belgium.  

Regarding Flemish culture, Flanders was very much at the forefront. The Dutch 

culture was emphasised, and the Dutch language was seen as very important. It was 

something that needed to be preserved. The SP also brought up cultural policy in 

Brussels and emphasised the role and importance of the Dutch language. The SP 

wanted to guarantee the good quality of education in Dutch in Brussels. 

In the party programme of 1995, Flanders and Belgium continued to exist side 

by side. Even though the main focus was naturally on Flanders1111, Belgium was also 

 
1110 www.s-p-a.be. 
1111 Belgium had become a fully-fledged federal state in 1993 so the concentration on the Flemish 
issues is more natural than for instance in 1971. 
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strongly present. However, having Flanders ‘own’ first elections was considered a 

unique and historic moment. This was something that strengthened the state identity 

of Flanders. It reinforced state identity and simultaneously created the idea of 

Flanders ‘own’ political history. The SP did not deal with culture very extensively in 

the programme. Nevertheless, the Dutch language was something to protect. 

However, the Flemish culture and language were handled at quite a universal level. 

In 2010, the sp.a returned to an emphasis on Belgium; there were only a few 

mentions of Flanders. The core was Belgium, and how different aspects affect the 

whole of Belgium. In the 2010 party programme, there were a lot of references to 

‘ons land1112’ which maintained the Belgium-oriented feeling. This was a kind of return 

to the 1972 party programme, but the situation was different because the party had 

not split yet in 1972, and 40 years had passed. Perhaps, the political crises and also 

the rise of Flemish nationalist political parties encouraged the sp.a to concentrate on 

unity and the whole of Belgium. The party programme also addressed culture quite 

briefly. The focus was on the whole of Belgium. 

Overall, the Socialists concentrated on Belgium from 1972 to 2010. In short, 

there was a period when Flanders was the focus of the party platform around the 

time of federalisation, but in 2010, development moved again towards the whole of 

Belgium. This reflects how territorial autonomy and federalism were handled in the 

party programme. The Socialists did not mention a confederal model at all. Instead, 

they concentrated on the whole of Belgium and on development that would benefit 

the whole country, not only Flanders. Regarding nationalist issues, the trend was the 

same: Socialists focused on Belgium and did not concentrate on Dutch culture or 

language. 

4.5.2.2  The Christian Democrats and national matters in recent decades 

The party programme of the CVP was very Belgium-oriented in 1971. One reason 

for this may be the fact that Flanders had such narrow autonomy, only in the cultural 

area, and even that was quite a recent amendment. At the time, there was no official 

Flemish region, not until 1980. However, although Belgium was at the forefront, 

there was Flemish identity in the background. The matters close to Flemish identity, 

like Dutch culture and language, were seen as extremely important and worth 

fighting for. There was even a declaration about cultural spreading in the 

 
1112 Our country. 
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programme. In addition, even though the emphasis was on Belgium, the recently 

achieved cultural autonomy was seen as pivotal.  

Unlike the PSB, the CVP considered Dutch culture to be very important. Even 

the relationships with other Dutch-speaking countries were seen as the primary issue. 

It became clear that it was worth promoting Dutch culture. The CVP also introduced 

different means to protect the Dutch culture in society. In addition, the CVP-PSC 

raised the situation of Brussels and hoped that national cultures could meet there as 

equal. Nevertheless, in 1971 the party had already confirmed the break-up into 

Dutch-speaking and French-speaking parties, even though it was not finalised before 

19721113. Thus, for CVP it obviously was easier to concentrate on Dutch language 

and culture because the division of the party was already decided. Nevertheless, the 

intra-party situation was very different compared to the Socialist party, which stayed 

united until 1978 or the Liberal party, which split up not until 1972. 

In 1991, the CVP emphasised Flanders in its party programme. Flanders had 

risen, and this was obvious in the text. The whole spirit of the programme was very 

Flemish. Belgium was mentioned a few times also, but the focus was on Flanders. 

Flemish region was now official, and it indeed showed in the text. There was also a 

clear separation from French-speaking people. With the help of illustrations, the 

party programme noted that in Belgium, everyone should be equal before the law. The strangers 

and even the francophones. The programme wanted to identify itself with Flanders and 

Flemish people. Thus, before Belgium became a federal state in 1993, the CVP 

separated Flemish-speaking people from French-speaking Belgians. The party 

programme wanted to express the Flemish cohesion and highlight the uniformity of 

Flemish-speaking people. 

Concerning culture, the programme was moderate. However, cultural 

communities were established in the 1970s, so they had autonomy regarding cultural 

issues. Perhaps, that is why the programme did not focus on Dutch culture. 

However, nationalist matters were still brought up in the programme. The Dutch 

language and its importance were emphasised in the context of immigration, noting 

that immigrants should learn Dutch — it was not seen as a voluntary matter. In 

addition, the Flemish identity was strongly emphasised in the context of Europe by 

referring directly to the identity for which Flemings had fought. Flemish identity was very 

much alive. 

 
1113 Van Haute Emilie (2011): Le CD&V (Christen-Democratisch & Vlaams). In Delwit Pascal, Pilet 
Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.): Les partis politiques en Belgique. Editions de l’Université de 
Bruxelles, Bruxelles. p.39. 
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The 1995 party programme concentrated on Flanders and its new role in the 

federal state. However, Belgium also received attention. Belgium was always in the 

background. Regarding cultural issues, the CVP wished to emphasise 

decentralisation and subsidiarity. In 1995, the adaptation of Flemish culture was also 

seen very important in the context of immigrants. The Dutch language was integral 

to the discussion of Brussels. The CVP wanted to strengthen Flemish culture and 

language in Brussels. 

As was the case in the sp.a’s party programme, in 2010, the CD&V also 

concentrated on the whole of Belgium and on the cooperation between different 

regions. Flanders was in the forefront, but the idea was to focus on the problems of 

the whole country and how it should work together. The focus was on all Belgians. 

Cultural policies were not handled separately, but cultural matters, like language, 

were raised occasionally e.g. in the context of Brussels. 

Thus, the position of Brussels and especially the Dutch-speaking Brussels 

remained an important matter in 2010. The CD&V brought up concerns relating to 

the position of the Dutch language in Brussels and demanded the application of 

language legislation. In addition, the programme brought up the issue of Belgian 

nationality and was protective of it.1114 

In general, Christian Democrats witnessed the same kind of development as the 

Socialists. First, the 1971 party programme was keen on Belgium but, unlike the 

Socialists, the Christian Democrats focused on Flemish culture, and cultural 

autonomy was seen as pivotal. In the 1990s, Flanders was in the forefront before, 

towards 2010, Belgium again became the focus, as in the Socialists’ programmes. 

The party programme concentrated on the whole of Belgium and the cooperation 

of different regions. The big difference comparing to the Socialists’ party 

programmes was the stronger emphasis on both; Flanders and Dutch language and 

culture. In addition, there was also a clear mention of Flemish identity, as in the 1991 

party programme. CVP also brought up more intensively the contradictions between 

Flemish-and French-speaking Belgians. Socialist party, on the other hand, wanted to 

avoid any contradictions. 

4.5.2.3  The Liberal Parties and national matters in recent decades 

As in the party programmes of the Socialists and Christian Democrats, the Liberals 

also underscored Belgium in 1971. Every aspect was handled in the context of 

 
1114 For instance, the law that gave Belgian nationality easily was considered bad. 



 

270 

Belgium. The reason for this might be that the programme was specifically a national 

programme. In addition, the Liberal Party did split in 1972, which definitely affected 

the programme. The intra-party conflicts must have been obvious just before the 

break-up, and it would have been impossible to concentrate on Dutch language or 

culture. 

The programme addressed cultural politics quite generally. There was no special 

attention paid to the cultural communities or cultural autonomy, only a few 

references. The PVV handled cultural politics totally from a Belgian perspective. 

Even Dutch language was barely mentioned at all. 

In 1991, Belgium and Flanders were both the focus, depending on the matter in 

question. However, Wallonia was referred to in order to demonstrate the inequality 

between the two regions, so there was this a separation between ‘us’ and ‘them.’ The 

programme brought up the uniqueness of Flemish culture and also expressed a 

stance on the Dutch language in connection with immigrants. It also emphasised the 

rights of immigrants’ own cultures and languages but underlined the importance of 

the Dutch language. 

As mentioned above, in 1995, the VLD had two different programmes: the 

federal government programme and the Flemish government programme. In the 

Flemish programme, the VLD focused on Flanders, and in the federal government 

programme, on Belgium. Cultural issues were handled mostly in the Flemish 

programme due to the fact that cultural autonomy had existed for more than 20 

years. Some emphasis was placed on regional language in the context of immigrants 

as well as equal rights for Flemish-speaking people in Brussels, but overall, cultural 

matters were handled briefly. 

In the 2010 party programme, the Open VLD focused on the whole of Belgium, 

like the Socialists and Christian Democrats above. Every now and then, there was 

concentration on Flanders, but the main idea was ‘ons land1115’. The emphasis was on 

togetherness and cooperation between different regions and communities. 

The Open VLD did not handle cultural policies separately, but mentioned 

language briefly in the context of migration policy. The programme focused on other 

things instead, and, for instance, the new direction towards a confederal model took 

up a lot of space in the programme. 

In general, the Liberals handled Flanders and cultural issues very similarly to the 

Christian Democrats, and to some extent also to Socialists. First, there was a strong 

focus on Belgium, even though this was likely caused by parties’ intra-party conflicts 

and the fact that the programme was national in nature. Towards the 1990s, 

 
1115 Our country. 
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declarations of Flemish culture and language took up more and more space. Finally, 

in 2010, the focus was again on Belgium and cooperation between all Belgians. 

4.5.2.4  The Flemish nationalist parties and national matters in recent decades 

The party programme of 1971 put Flanders first. Belgium and Wallonia were 

mentioned several times, but the real issue was Flanders and the Flemish people. 

The separation between Flemish people and Walloon people was also obvious. In 

the context of education, especially universities, the VU highlighted the contrast 

between Dutch-speaking and French-speaking people. 

Cultural matters and cultural autonomy were also broadly addressed in the 

programme. Dutch culture and its spread were seen as pivotal. Language problems 

were addressed in a separate chapter where the VU, for instance, proposed that some 

areas should return to Flanders. Some suggestions were quite radical, like the 

abolition of all facilities on both sides of the linguistic border. The VU stood for 

clear language borders with no exemptions. The VU’s core message was that if your 

language was discriminated against, so were you. It presented the language battle as 

a social battle. 

In 1991, the focus was even more on Flanders. The preservation of Dutch culture 

was seen as very important. The VU-VVD used strong words to explain how the 

Flemish people had been humiliated in the past by not allowing them to speak their 

own language or experience their own culture. The same kind of polarity existed 

between Flanders and Wallonia as in the 1971 party programme. There was a strong 

distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them,’ and at the same time, it created a feeling of 

sameness. The final conclusion of the programme was radical, asking ‘under what 

conditions the two peoples can live together even further in this country.’ This 

questioned the whole future of Belgium. 

Anderson emphasises the role of national print-languages in the rise of national 

consciousness. He sees that the language has been a crucial element in the formation 

of national consciousness.1116 In the party programme, the VU-VVD also wanted to 

preserve Flemish as well as other minor cultures at the European level. However, 

the VU-VVD felt that immigrants should learn Dutch and integrate into society so 

that they would be eventually Flemish. In this way, immigration would not be a threat 

to Flemish culture.  

 
1116 Anderson Benedict (2016, originally published in 1983): Imagined Communities. Reflections on 
the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. CPI Group (UK), Ltd, Croydon. pp. 67-74. 
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The party programme of 1995 did not differ much from earlier programmes. 

Flanders was clearly at the forefront. The same kind of contradiction between 

Flanders and Wallonia was presented in the 1995 programme as in earlier 

programmes. Flemish culture and language also played an important role in the 

programme, and there was a clear separation between the Dutch and French 

language. Preserving and enhancing cultural heritage were seen as a necessary 

element of Flemish cultural policy. 

The programme also emphasised Dutch language and culture at the European 

level. What is also interesting is the position of the Netherlands. The programme 

emphasised the role of the Netherlands not only in cultural matters but also in 

discussions about the economy and foreign policy. The role of the Netherlands was 

seen as crucial to Flanders’ future. The idea of losing touch with France was also in 

the background. The VU-VVD felt the Dutch language should be as important as 

other ‘bigger’ languages in the EU. As in 1991, the VU-VVD considered language 

to be an important element in migration policies. In keeping with Anderson’s 

thoughts about language as a catalyst for national consciousness1117, the VU-VVD 

declared in its party programme, that language is the people. The VU-VVD held that it 

was the duty of communities to ensure that immigrants integrated into Dutch-

speaking society in every way. 

In 2010, the N-VA followed mostly the same path as the VU and VU-VVD had 

in the earlier decades. Flanders played the key role. Belgium also had quite a big role 

in 2010, even though the focus was on the poor Belgian social and political structure. 

Wallonia was also mentioned several times, and the core message was how Flanders 

and Wallonia could benefit the most. In contrast to previous programmes, the N-

VA did not present cultural policies in a separate chapter. It did handle cultural 

matters, such as language, in different contexts, but it was mainly focused on 

presenting a confederal model. 

As in earlier years, there was again a separation between the Dutch language and 

the French language. In the context of migration policies, the N-VA highlighted the 

preservation of the Dutch language and culture. Interestingly, the N-VA suggested 

it would limit the role of the king. The royal family was and is an important symbol 

of Belgium that integrates Belgium and the Belgian people. Thus, the N-VA took a 

huge leap towards a more republican nation. 

Overall, the political party programmes of the VU, VU-VVD and later the N-VA 

were very Flanders-oriented. From the 1970s to 2010, Flanders was consistently at 

 
1117 See section 2.1.2. 
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the forefront. Only in 2010 did Belgium get a little more attention, although this was 

in the context of addressing how poorly the Belgian political structure worked. 

Wallonia was also in the programme of 2010. The N-VA wanted to build a future 

where Flanders and Wallonia could both benefit. This may be because the party 

wanted to make it clear that it was not entirely Flanders focused; Wallonia was also 

important. Perhaps, the N-VA did not want to be seen as a selfish and self-serving 

party as this would certainly not bring electoral victory. Nevertheless, in recent 

decades, whenever Dutch culture and language have been stressed, there have been 

clear distinctions made between the Dutch and French languages. There was an 

obvious sign of contradiction between ‘us’ and ‘them.’ The Flemish consciousness 

could be seen clearly between the lines. 

4.5.3 European policies in Flemish political party programmes in recent 
decades 

At the same time as European integration has deepened over the last decades, 

regionalist parties have looked for different forms of autonomy within Europe.1118 

They have seen the EU as a new platform where they can act as active players. 

According to Hepburn, European integration has changed the goals of regionalism: 

territorial mobilisation does more than just challenge the state; it ignores the state to 

pursue autonomy and more power in an integrated Europe.1119 

Regionalist parties are not the only actors in this new political field. In response 

to the decentralisation process, state-wide political parties have gradually started to 

participate at the European level. They have begun to concentrate more on regional 

issues and, according to Hepburn, also include more and more territorial interests 

and identities into their political programmes.1120 This section presents the 

development related to the attitudes towards regional policies at the European level, 

focusing on Flanders’ possible role as an active or even independent player in the 

European or international arena, in the political party programmes of the Flemish 

parties, among both state-wide or traditional1121 parties as well as Flemish nationalist 

and regionalist parties, like the VU, VU-VVD, later N-VA. 

 
1118 Hepburn Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. pp. 216-217. 
1119 Ibid. pp. 6-11. 
1120 Ibid.  
1121 I prefer to use the term traditional party because it has been more and more difficult to find the 
true state-wide parties in Belgian political arena. See 3.3 Political parties in Belgium. 
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4.5.3.1  The Socialist Parties and European policy in recent decades 

In its 1972 party programme, the PSB expressed a stance on regionalisation policies 

in the context of the EU. The main goal was to strengthen solidarity between the 

Member States, but the PSB also stated in its programme that the enlarged European 

Community should increase Community action in the fields of social policies and develop common 

policies in the sectors like advances technology, energy and industrial policies and regional policies. 

Regional policies was not emphasised but was still mentioned in the party 

programme. 

By the 1991 programme, the SP saw that the European Community was the focus 

of its foreign policy. The SP stated that European integration should continue and 

placed more focus on protecting and promoting cultural richness. In addition, the 

SP felt regions and communities should act internationally within the competences 

assigned to them. However, it also found that national level should in principle 

remain competent for regional competences. In addition, it paid attention to the 

regional cultures and noted that regional policies should be aimed at the equal 

distribution of wealth across the various regions. According to the SP, Flemish 

regional policy should also respond to the opportunities offered by the European 

structural fund. Thus, the SP concentrated on social matters, like the distribution of 

wealth. However, the SP feared that European economic integration would become 

too liberal and eventually be a threat to social Europe. 

In 1995, the SP pursued the same aims: it wanted to deepen and strengthen the 

EU. However, it did not focus on regional policies, drawing attention to a democratic 

Europe and especially on a more social Europe. In the 2010 party programme, the 

situation changed as the sp.a emphasised development cooperation and foreign 

affairs in general without bringing special attention to European integration. At the 

end of the programme, the sp.a did take a stance on Belgium’s becoming Council of 

the EU presidency in autumn 2010 but again concentrated mainly on social matters. 

Overall, regionalist matters in the context of the EU were presented in the 1972 

and 1991 party programmes. European integration was also seen important in 1995, 

but regional factors were not emphasised. 

4.5.3.2  The Christian Democrats and European policy in recent decades 

In 1971, the CVP emphasised a more integrated and stronger Europe. It also saw 

that economic Europe must expand to the spheres of social and regional Europe. 

Compared to the PSB in the 1970s, the CVP took an even stronger stance for 
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regional Europe. It stated that the harmonious development of all regions is not only a national 

but also a European objective. The focus was on solidarity between rich and poor regions. 

Like the PSB’s programme in 1972, the CVP focused on regional issues at the 

national and European level. At the time when decentralisation was increasing, 

traditional parties like CVP started to stress regional matters1122. This was clearly seen 

in the programme. 

In the 1991 party programme, the situation regarding European policies was 

interesting because Flanders was seen as an independent and active player in the 

European arena. There was no mention of Belgium. Flanders was presented as its 

own region in the context of Europe. The role of the European Parliament was 

stressed, and it was seen as an important institution with regard to its effect on 

regionalist affairs in European politics. Europe and European politics were seen as 

a good channel in which to emphasise a region and its identity. This development 

was seen in the 1971 programme, but it increased even further in 1991. 

In the 1995 political party programme, Flanders was handled as an autonomous 

part of Belgium. However, the party programme defended the position of an 

independently acting Flanders in the EU. The CVP also stressed strengthening the 

regional dimension within the EU and the protection of linguistic diversity as an 

important element of cultural diversity. It wanted to improve the position of the 

regions. The party programme pinpointed the importance of Flanders and the 

Flemish people, especially in the international forum. However, Belgium was still 

involved. Nevertheless, linguistic identity and regional cohesion were seen as very 

crucial, especially in the context of the EU. This is a natural development considering 

the positions of the regions in the EU at the time. Thus, the new reform of regional 

policy with a more cohesive regional programme was made in 1988. According to 

Hepburn, the result was that regions began to strengthen direct connections with 

Europe1123. 

In 2010, Belgium again played an important role in foreign policy. The CD&V 

also stressed a strong Europe with efficient institutions. The relationships between 

European countries and between transatlantic countries were considered important. 

In general, even though preserving national and regional individuality was seen as 

important, Flanders as an actor did not play the same role as it had in the 1990s. 

The CVP is a good example of a traditional party whose role has changed a lot 

over the last decades. Until the 1970s, the CVP was more a traditional party, but the 

 
1122 Hepburn Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. pp. 6-11. 
1123 Ibid. 
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situation changed rapidly in the following decades. At the same time, regional parties 

started to gain a stronger foothold in the Belgian political arena. The CVP had to 

respond to the threat of regionalist parties. De Winter, Gómez-Reino, and Lynch 

state that state-wide parties, like the CVP in Flanders, started to use strategies that 

included, for example, regional institutions or constitutional change. They continue, 

that this occurred especially when the party was facing an electoral threat.1124 This 

kind of development was also seen in the political party programmes of the CVP. 

In the 1970s, the CVP supported a more decentralised state strongly, and in the 

1990s, a federalist state. In the 1990s, the CVP saw Flanders as an independent player 

in the European arena. In the context of European policies, the CVP was not that 

different from regionalist parties. In 2010, the CD&V supported a confederal state, 

but not an independent Flanders. Overall, the role of Belgium increased in the 

international fora, including in European policies. 

4.5.3.3  The Liberal Parties and European policy in recent decades 

The Liberal Party’s programme in 1971 focused on Belgium. The EU policies were 

very Belgium-oriented. The PVV promoted a united Europe, but there was no 

mention of a regional Europe, as was the case in the PSB’s and CVP’s party 

programmes. However, the party programme of PVV was national in nature which 

certainly must have had its own impact on this subject.  

In 1991, the PVV’s party programme concentrated on the European Community. 

Overall, European cooperation was considered very important. Flanders was 

presented side by side with Belgium, working together in the international fora. 

Moreover, the PVV mentioned regions and communities as active players in the 

international fora, together with Belgium. In general, the programme did not 

thoroughly address EU policies or foreign affairs. 

As has been mentioned several times, the VLD had two different programmes in 

1995. European integration and its deepening were seen as a priority for the VLD. 

European regions were also mentioned, and the VLD wanted to emphasise regions 

at the European level. The VLD wanted to increase the role of the regions in 

European politics. The VLD also stated that the Flemish Community should be able 

to participate in decision making within the EU in matters that fall within its 

competence. This was a clear message from the VLD: it wanted Flemish Community 

 
1124 De Winter Lieven, Gómez-Reino Margarita and Lynch Peter (2006): Autonomist Parties in 
Europe: Identity politics and the revival of the territorial cleavage. Volume II. Institut de Ciències 
Politiques I Socials, Barcelona. p. 266. 
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to act as an independent player in the EU, at least in matters in which it had 

competence. 

In 2010, the Open VLD supported European integration and European 

cooperation. It concentrated on competition in the European internal market and 

the common foreign and security policy of the EU. There were no references to 

regions or Flanders as an independent player. The focus was on Belgium. Overall, 

over the last decades, the most regionalist phase of the Liberal Party programmes 

was in the 1990s, particularly in 1995. Then the programme concentrated mostly on 

the regional level in the EU. 

4.5.3.4  The Flemish nationalist parties and European policy in recent decades 

The VU, VU-VVD, later the N-VA, is the only regionalist and Flemish nationalist 

party whose party programmes are analysed in this dissertation. It is interesting to 

compare the European policies presented in its party programmes with those of 

traditional political parties’ programmes. 

As expected, the VU concentrated on Flanders in its 1971 party programme. 

Even the title stated, Flanders in Europe and in the world. Flanders was seen almost as 

an independent nation in the international arena. However, VU noted that also the 

general government may have some authority in foreign policy. Nevertheless, the 

VU sought international recognition of the struggle of peoples for their own 

autonomy. In addition, the VU stressed that political unification of European states 

should be based on federalism and stem from the people. Overall, the attitude 

towards European unification was very positive. 

In 1991, the VU-VVD continued to emphasise Flanders. The text also 

emphasised Europe’s role in international policy. The VU-VVD also concentrated 

on regions and noted that a federal Europe of peoples and regions is the best mean to achieve 

and guarantee a truly peaceful cooperation. Thus, the regions were underlined, and 

according to the programme it should be possible for cultural communities in 

Europe to pursue their own cultural policies. The VU-VVD also called for an equal 

voice in the European Parliament for Flemish and French speakers, demanding that 

Belgium’s 24 seats should be divided according to the population of the two 

communities. Moreover, it emphasised that Flanders should be fully recognised in 

international arena. 

According to the party programme, European politics was a very important arena 

for the VU-VVD in 1995. The VU-VVD saw that the goal was an independent 

Flanders in a federal Europe of peoples and regions. The VU-VVD compared itself 
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to other European regions, like Scotland and the Basque country, that had a history 

of strong identity and the idea of independence. Thus, the VU-VVD is a typical 

example of a regionalist party that uses Europe and European integration to obtain 

more power. As Hepburn states, it operates Europeanisation as a political 

strategy1125. 

According to Hepburn, European integration actually offers many opportunities, 

incentives, and constraints for regional political representation. Thus, Europe forms 

a new forum in which political parties seek their goals.1126  

Hepburn and Detterbeck see that state reforms have made it possible for 

substates, like Flanders, to get more power.1127 In the VU-VVD’s party programme, 

it was obvious that behind the state reforms there was one main goal: an independent 

Flanders. In the 1995 party programme, it came more and more obvious that the 

VU-VVD saw Flanders as an independent state, even as a country of its own. Like 

the VU-VVD noted several times in its programme Flanders will, as a small country . . . 

This concerned not only the European level but also the international political level. 

The VU-VVD also demanded that Flanders be recognised as a full partner of the 

international community. In addition, the VU-VVD wanted to emphasise the Dutch 

language and culture at the European level. 

In 2010, the N-VA concentrated almost totally on European politics in 

international relations. The N-VA emphasised a stronger Europe and proposed that 

Flanders evolve towards membership in Europe. The N-VA stated that Europe 

could offer Flanders things like economies of scale that Belgium could not. 

Therefore, according to the N-VA, Flanders must be given the power to represent 

itself at the European table. According to the party programme, Flanders and 

Wallonia must both have the ability to decide their own affairs also at the European 

level. Thus, the N-VA continued along the same path as the VU and used European 

integration to seek more power for Flanders. 

The party programmes of the VU, VU-VVD and N-VA are a good example of 

the programmes of regionalist parties. Flanders was in the forefront all the time. It 

was seen as an independent player and even as an independent country in the 

international fora. The party placed a real emphasis on European policies and how 

important it was for all regions in Europe. As mentioned above, it used the European 

 
1125 Hepburn, Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press. Manchester and New York. pp. 11-12. 
1126 Ibid. 
1127 Hepburn Eve & Detterbeck Klaus (2013): Federalism, regionalism and the dynamics of party 
politics. In Louglin John, Kincaid John and Swenden Wilfried (eds.): Routledge Handbook of 
Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, London and New York. p. 78. 
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arena as a catalyst to gain more power for Flanders. What is interesting is that the 

VU, VU-VVD and later the N-VA’s attitude towards Europe and European 

integration remained positive throughout the decades. 
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5 ANALYSING PARLIAMENTARY DISCUSSIONS 

In this chapter, I explore the Belgian political situation further by analysing 

discussions held in the Parliament in March and June 1969, June and July 1988, and 

in July 2013. I selected these years due to the contemporary political situations in 

Belgium and based on their topics of discussion. As in the context of party 

programmes I use content analysis as my methodological approach focusing on 

certain concepts and themes. 

I chose the year 1969 because the discussions were held just before the first state 

reform. In these discussions, held on 11 March and 18 June 1969, the topic of 

discussion was i.a. cultural autonomy, which is significant in the context of this 

dissertation. The year 1988 was selected because the discussions were held only a 

few years before Belgium became a federal state. In addition, they were held in the 

turmoil of the third state reform. This provides an impression of the political 

situation that existed in Belgium just before it became a federal state. Finally, I 

selected the year 2013 because, at the end of the early 2000s, Belgium was in the 

middle of political crises and also without an official government. It would have been 

interesting to analyse other years around that time, but I chose 2013 because it was 

before the 2014 federal elections. Furthermore, the discussion dealt with the latest 

state reform, Butterfly agreement. 

Naturally, I chose discussions that concentrated on i.a. cultural issues, 

regionalisation, federalisation, the autonomy of Flanders, and the possible 

independence of Flanders. In this chapter, I analyse representatives of the four 

Flemish parties in the context of their party programmes. Thus, I analyse the 

speeches of politicians of the N-VA (former VU and VU-VVD) because the N-VA 

was the most popular party after 2010 federal elections, and it clearly expresses its 

goal of having an independent Flanders. It is also important to analyse politicians 

from traditional parties, like the Socialist, the Christian Democratic, and the Liberal 

parties. I query how politicians of these parties see the federalisation process. Finally, 

I analyse how the discussions reflect or differ from the parties’ official opinions, 

especially on the party programmes. 

Overall, the goal is to illustrate the atmosphere that existed at certain times in 

Belgium’s political field. Therefore, speeches outside of these four main parties are 
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also presented in this chapter. The analysis of discussions by French-speaking 

politicians provides information on the political atmosphere and situation at the 

time. However, these attitudes are not compared with specific political party 

programmes because the political party programmes of the French-speaking parties 

were not analysed in the context of this dissertation.1128 

I also bring up the exact number of politicians in the political parties that held 

the speech. This shed some light on the general situation in which a party took the 

floor the most in a plenary session and what this might reveal about the parties’ view 

of the subject. According to Mair and Mudde, and Klingemann et al. (as cited by 

Bäck and Debus) political parties put focus on policy issues very differently1129. They 

continue that this is consequential to the specific interests of parties’ supporters, 

which the parties must pay attention to by concentrating on related policy arenas. In 

fact, according to Bäck and Debus, it is likely that MPs from particular parliamentary 

party groups give more speeches in debates on topics that are significant to their 

party. They also suggest that MPs from particular party families speak more in 

debates that focus on issues that are important to their voter base1130.1131 Thus, I 

assume that especially Flemish nationalist and regionalist parties, VU, VU-VVD and 

later N-VA, are active in giving speeches in issues concerning Flemish culture or 

autonomy of Flanders. After all, these are among the topics that can be seen to be 

very important to the party. I assume that in their speeches they highlight the 

importance of Flemish culture and language.     

I also emphasise politicians’ efforts to advocate for and defend party views. 

According to Bäck and Debus, MPs’ views may also differ from parties’ view, e.g. if 

MPs have an interest in changing policy in a certain direction, especially when they 

hold a policy position or have ideological preferences that are not in line with their 

party’s view. Career incentives may also affect MPs’ speechmaking as MPs may even 

be rewarded if they are loyal to their party.1132 Proksch and Salpin argue that the 

party leadership may reward the members who act in a way that fosters party 

 
1128 Naturally, it should be taken into account that in 1969 some parties were not split yet.  
1129 Bäck Hanna and Debus Marc (2016): Political parties, parliaments and legislative speechmaking. 
Palgrave Macmillan, Hampshire. p. 28. 
1130 For instance, labour and welfare issues belong to the Socialist and Social Democratic parties and 
on the other hand education policy or policy issues around religious matters belong to the Christian 
Democrats. 
1131 Bäck Hanna and Debus Marc (2016): Political parties, parliaments and legislative speechmaking. 
Palgrave Macmillan, Hampshire. pp. 28-30. 
1132 Ibid. pp. 37-38. 
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unity.1133 In other words, party support for a member may increase as speeches 

demonstrate support for the party leadership’s position.1134 

Bäck and Debus state that there may also be other ‘principals’ that MPs are loyal 

to. For instance, in the case of loyalty to regional party organisations, the separation 

from the national-level party line may be rewarded. In addition, MPs may also have 

a strong incentive to create a personal forum. These cases occur mainly in the 

electoral systems where MPs are more or less directly elected. In that case, MPs’ 

views may differ from the party line if they want to be re-elected.1135 

According to Bäck and Debus, politicians who hold ‘mega-seats,’ like ministerial 

posts or committee chair positions, may diverge from party line less frequently when 

making a speech in Parliament. On the other hand, MPs who belong to the 

governing party but do not hold a ‘mega-seat’ differ more from the party’s view, as 

do the MPs who are directly elected.1136 However, according to Bäck and Debus the 

situation is not this simple. According to their cross-country study, this may happen 

in some countries, like in Norway, but for instance in Czech Republic the situation 

is almost opposite as the committee chairs diverged clearly from the party’s view.1137 

In addition, in regions with a lot of problems like unemployment or difficult 

economic situations, the so-called ‘problem pressure’ is high. According to Bäck and 

Debus, in these circumstances, MPs have a strong incentive to differ from their 

parties’ views in order to concentrate on regional problems.1138 Hence, I consider 

that Flemish-speaking politicians gave speeches where they brought up also Flemish 

interests while the French-speaking politicians concentrated more on Belgian unity. 

Moreover, as was seen in the analysis of party programmes Flemish language and 

culture were strongly highlighted especially in the 1990s. I assume that this will 

become obvious also in the parliament speeches of the Flemish politicians at the end 

of 1980s. 

As mentioned above, the electoral system has a great influence on the behaviour 

of MPs. Proksch and Slapin argue that political institutions have an impact on 

legislative behaviour because they create incentives for party leaders and 

backbenchers regarding partisan disagreements. Some political institutions, like the 

 
1133 Proksch Sven-Oliver and Slapin Jonathan B. (2015): The Politics of Parliamentary Debate. 
University Printing House, Cambridge. p. 37. 
1134 Ibid. 
1135 Bäck Hanna and Debus Marc (2016): Political parties, parliaments and legislative speechmaking. 
Palgrave Macmillan, Hampshire. p. 38. 
1136 Bäck Hanna and Debus Marc (2016): Political parties, parliaments and legislative speechmaking. 
Palgrave Macmillan, Hampshire. pp. 39-41. 

1137 Ibid. p. 136. 
1138 Ibid. pp. 39-44, 140. 
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closed-list PR electoral system, lead to a situation where the political party protects 

party unity and backbenchers defend the party line. However, in closed-list 

proportional electoral systems, party labels are very important. Party leaders must 

take care of the party’s image and brand by controlling elected party members and, 

in some cases, preventing them from committing activities that are not in line with 

the party’s views.1139 In comparison, some political institutions, like presidential 

systems with majoritarian electoral systems, create incentives for party leadership to 

give insurgent backbenchers freer rein.1140  

According to Proksch and Slapin, when electoral rules offer parties incentives to 

improve the party label, party leaders have an even stronger incentive to control their 

members’ speeches during debates. Finally, parties create rules that give party leaders 

the tools that are indispensable to prevent rebels from making speeches.1141 

According to Proksch and Sapin, the party reputation is often essential in open-list 

proportional electoral systems. In these systems, voters can choose freely whom to 

vote for rather than voting for a party list, as in closed-list PR systems.1142 

An open-list proportional electoral system exists also in Belgium. According to 

Bouhon, Belgium was the first country in the world which introduced this electoral 

system at the national level. It was adopted by the legislative power in 1899. The 

principle is also written into the Constitution. An open-list system means that it is 

possible for electors to support their favourite candidates even if they are not one of 

the top candidates of the party. In addition, electors are given the ability to vote 

globally for a list and simultaneously validate the pre-established ranking. If the 

electors do not support the list as suggested by the party, they can vote for only one 

candidate. However, since 1995, it has been possible for electors to support as many 

candidates as they want as long as they are presented on the same list.1143 In addition, 

it is important to mention that voting is mandatory in Belgium. 

In Belgium, political parties have the freedom to choose their candidates and set 

their ranking on the list. However, according to Bouhon, there are two rules that 

they have to respect: First, they have to nominate at least one full candidate and 

several alternate candidates. Their number depends on the number of the seats 

 
1139 Proksch Sven-Oliver and Slapin Jonathan B. (2015): The Politics of Parliamentary Debate. 
University Printing House, Cambridge. p. 25. 
1140 Ibid. 
1141 Ibid. pp. 27-28. 
1142 Proksch Sven-Oliver and Slapin Jonathan B. (2015): The Politics of Parliamentary Debate. 
University Printing House, Cambridge. pp. 46-47. 
1143 Bouhon Frédéric (2017): The Belgian Electoral system: Open list system, political parties and 
individual candidates. Available at https://orbi.uliege.be. 
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which are available in the constituency. Second, parties must put as many women as 

men on the list.1144 

Proksch and Slapin see that in Belgium, where there is an open-list proportional 

electoral system and preference is possible in the ballot structure, the incentive for a 

personal vote is moderate. What is most significant regarding the situation in the 

Belgian Parliament and giving a speech, there is that the floor can only be achieved 

via party lists; there is no individual access to make a speech in the Belgian 

Parliament; it happens only via political parties.1145 Nevertheless, in Belgium, it is 

important for MPs to please their voters but remain in line with their party because 

it is the party that decides who will take the floor next. Taking this into consideration 

I assume that speeches are in line with political party programmes. In other words, 

the politicians who give the speech do not differ significantly from the views of their 

parties. 

In this dissertation, the main source material is political party programmes, so this 

chapter concentrates on discussions held by those parties. The analysis of the 

discussions illustrates the political situations in Belgium at the time of the speeches. 

It also gives some added value to the analysis of the political party programmes. 

However, as the goal is to clarify the political atmosphere during unique political 

times in Belgium, I have also brought up a number of speeches of French-speaking 

political parties. 

5.1 Discussions Held in the Parliament in 1969 

The political field was very fragile in the 1960s as the communautaire debate dominated 

politics. The Flemish Movement had also grown quickly after WWII and the Flemish 

issue started to get more and more attention. In addition, linguistic polarisation 

increased strongly and from 1968 the traditional parties started to split along 

linguistic lines. Finally, the conflict culminated in the first state reform in 1970.1146 

The situation was difficult, and sometimes it took months to negotiate a 

successful coalition. Increasing sectional pressures also added the instability. 

According to Humes, party fragmentation increased difficulties in coping with 

 
1144 Ibid. 
1145 Proksch Sven-Oliver and Slapin Jonathan B. (2015): The Politics of Parliamentary Debate. 
University Printing House, Cambridge. pp. 82-83. 
1146 Prinsloo Riana (2001): Subnationalism in a cleavaged Society with reference to the Flemish 
Movement since 1945. Faculteit Sociale Wetenschappen – Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, 
K.U.Leuven, Leuven. p. 148.  
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urgent political issues, in particular, those, which required constitutional 

amendments, i.e. a two-thirds majority.1147 

5.1.1  The Plenary session of 11 March 1969 

The plenary session of 11 March 1969 addressed cultural autonomy on several 

occasions. As mentioned above, in Belgium, the political party decides who can take 

the floor1148, so the speeches are usually in line with the views expressed by the 

political parties. However, Belgium has an open-list electoral system where voters 

can choose freely whom they want to vote for, so there is also an incentive for 

politicians to present their own views.1149 

One of the most interesting interpellations was presented by Maurits Coppieters 

(VU)1150. He presented an interpellation to the Minister of National Education, the 

Minister of Culture, and the Minister without portfolio, who was responsible for 

science policy and programming, about ‘the real and complete realisation of autonomy in the 

cultural field announced in the government declaration.’1151  In addition to MP Coppieters, 

only the Prime Minister Gaston Eyskens (CVP-PSC), the Minister of National 

Education Piet Vermeylen (BSP-PSB)1152 and MP Hugo Schiltz (VU) briefly took 

the floor presenting very short comments. Thus, I concentrate here on the speech 

of MP Coppieters. Mr Coppieters stated i.a., 
 
I stay with the preconceived notion that a whole part of the reforms, the re-
structuration, adaptation and renewal of education, belong precisely to the 
domain of cultural autonomy, because of linguistic and people’s 
communities, may have all different needs and insights in this matter.1153 

 

Mr Coppieters also felt that 

 
1147 Humes Samuel (2014): Belgium, Long United,Long Divided. Hurst&Co, London. pp. 196-197.  
1148 Proksch Sven-Oliver and Slapin Jonathan B. (2015): The Politics of Parliamentary Debate. 
University Printing House, Cambridge. p. 83. 
1149 Ibid. p. 82. 
1150 He was a member of the Chamber (1965-1971) as well as a member of the Senate (1971-1979). 
(www.ideasforeurope.eu.) 
1151 De realisatie van de in de regeringsverklaring aangekondigde ’werkelijke en volledige 
verwezenlijking van de autonomie’ op cultureel gebied.  

1152 www.vlaamsparlement.be. 
1153 Ik blijf bij de vooropgezette mening, dat een heel deel van de hervormingen, de herstructuratie, de 
aanpassing en de vernieuwing van het onderwijs, precies behoren tot het domein van de culturele 
autonomie, omdat taal- en volksgemeenschappen ter zake gans verschillende noden en inzichten 
kunnen hebben. 
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One must organise the third cycle depending on the needs and insights of 
cultural communities, and not according to the preference of some 
researchers who, again by chance, to date believe that the Flemish have no 
need for science.1154 

 

Here, Mr Coppieters defended the Flemish culture and education and 

commented quite radically that there are people, even researchers, who think that 

Flemish people do not need science. In addition, Coppieters wanted to bring up that 

every language community is unique and has its own needs and insights. This kind 

of concern for the Flemish language and Flemish people is in line with the party 

programme of the VU, which also focused on Dutch culture and Flemish-speaking 

people. By the end of the 1960s, it was clear that Flanders was the focus of the VU. 

In the plenary session of 11 March 1969, there was also another interpellation 

that concerned cultural politics. This interpellation clearly sparked more debate than 

the earlier one. It was presented by Mr Georges Mundeleer (PVV-PLP)1155 who put 

a question to the prime minister. This speech is a good example of how fragile and 

problematic the situation was in Belgium towards the end of the 1960s. The speech 

gave rise to a lively discussion about the position of Brussels. There were altogether 

16 different politicians who took the floor,1156 including Mr Mundeleer. Five 

different politicians of the CVP-PSC took part in the conversation, including Prime 

Minister Gaston Eyskens. This matter was clearly an important topic for them. The 

VU was represented by three different politicians who did not give speeches but did 

comment occasionally. Both the Socialists and Liberals were represented by two 

different politicians. 

On 11 March 1969, the interpellation concerned ‘Institutional and Cultural Politics of 

the Government, especially those which concern the rights of minorities.’1157 Mr Mundeleer 

 
1154Men moet de derde cyclus inrichten naargelang de noden en de inzichten van de 
kultuurgemeenschappen, en niet volgens de voorkeur van een aantal vorsers, die, weer toevallig, tot 
op heden van mening zijn dat de Vlamingen geen behoefte hebben aan wetenschap…  
1155 Mundeleer was a liberal member of parliament for the district of Brussels from 1960 to 1971 and 
from 1974 to 1991. He opposed strongly to the splitting of the Catholic University of Louvain. From 
1963 to 1968 he was secretary of the Chamber. Georges Mundeleer was a defender of linguistic 
imperialism and precisely Brussels’ liberalism. (archives.lesoir.be) 
1156 Mr. Eyskens (CVP-PSC), Mr. Defraigne (PVV-PLP), Mr. Perin (RW), Mr Van Hoorick (BSP-
PSB), Mr. Close (BSP-PSB), Mr. Chabert (CVP-PSC), Mr Claeys (CVP-PSC), Mr. Saint-Remy (CVP-
PSC), MR. Verroken (CVP-PSC), Mr. Anciaux (VU), Mr. Mattheyssens (VU), Mr. Schiltz (VU), Mr. 
Moreau (RW), Mr. Defosset (FDF), Mr. De Clercq (PVV-PLP). 
1157 La politique institutionnelle et culturelle du gouvernement, plus particulierement en ce qui 
concerne la defense des droits des minorities.  
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mentioned several times that he spoke only for himself. He stated that there were 

reasons why he made the interpellation: 
 
Firstly, as soon as your government had been constituted, you said yourself 
that you wanted to solve, I quote: our community litigation quickly and 
globally.1158 

 

Mr Mundeleer continued reminding of the long negotiations of the government 

agreement between the PSC and the PSB and that still there are some people (in the 

majority of government) who would want to question, at least partially, the 

realisation of complete cultural autonomy.1159 He emphasised that ‘All francophone 

PSC declared, through the voice of Mr Vanden Boeynants, that they did not wish to 

make any changes to the language laws.’1160 By saying this, Mundelaar wanted to 

highlight the difficult situation that existed around achieving complete cultural 

autonomy. According to him, there were several contradictions, even inside the 

government. He raised concern that complete cultural autonomy is an impossible 

task. 

Mr Mundeleer also presented the problematic situation of Brussels and the 

possible threat to the national unity: 
 
From the outset, I will tell you that the entire PLP1161 has rejected the double 
Senate. It has warned you of the impossibility in which you would find 
yourself to achieve cultural autonomy from such principles. It told you that 
the decision of the Senate and the proposed solutions for Brussels would 
constitute a threat to national unity and a permanent source of conflict 
between the different regions of the country.1162 

 
1158 La première est que dès la constitution de votre gouvernement, vous avez vous-même déclaré 
vouloir résoudre, je cite: — notre contentieux communautaire vite et globalement –. 
1159 La deuxième, parce que vous avez aussi tenu à de nombreuses reprises, à rappeler que l’accord 
gouvernemental était né de –longues négociations entre le P.S.C et le P.S.B -, et qu’aujourd’hui, la 
presse tout entire est pleine de rèticences de certains membres – et non des moindres – de votre 
majorité qui paraissaient donner à penser qu’ils voudraient remettre en cause, sinon totalement, du 
moins partiellement..., la réalisation de l’autonomie culturelle complète. 
1160 Tous les P.S.C. francophones ont déclaré, par la voix de Monsieur Vanden Boeynants, qu’ils ne 
voulaient apporter aucune modification aux lois linguistiques. 
1161 Parti de la liberté et du Progrès 
1162 D’emblée, je vous dirai que le P.L.P tout entier a repoussé le double Sénat. Il vous a prévenu de 
l’imbossibilité dans laquelle vous vous trouveriez de réaliser l’autonomie culturelle à partir de tels 
principes. Il vous a dit que la décision du Sénat et les solutions proposées pour Bruxelles 
constitueraient une menace pour l’unité nationale et une source permanente de conflits entre les 
différentes régions du pays. 
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It seems that French-speaking Mr Mundeleer, and the entire PLP, did not see the 

importance or the purpose of cultural autonomy, especially regarding the double 

Senate. There also was a fear of and concern for what was going to happen after 

complete cultural autonomy was established. 

Mundelaar expressed i.a. that 
 
As for me . . . I think that the only effort that can be really crowned with 
success will be the one that will respect all the essential rights of the 
individual, in line with, in particular, the statement of President Gillon said 
on Tuesday, 3 July 1962, in the Senate: ‘I do not accept…nor the right of 
languages. Languages, in my opinion, have no rights, be they French, 
English, German or Dutch. It is the people who speak them who have rights, 
and these rights must be respected.’ This, I think, is the wise expression of 
a moderate liberal philosophy.1163 

 

In this speech, there is a lot of information about the contradictions that existed 

towards the end of the1960s. There was a concern of Belgium’s future and conflicts 

between different regions, especially regarding Brussels. Mr Mundeleer was from the 

district of Brussels, and this was certainly reflected in his speech. Mr Mundeleer 

concluded by addressing the prime minister: ‘You could not have succeeded in such 

a climate. You were not sufficiently armed to oppose yourself to the continual 

aggression which the flamingant extremists perpetrate against Belgium every day.’1164 

There was a direct observation about the flamingants (Flemish extremists) who 

attacked Belgium every day. The attitudes towards flamingants were extremely 

strong, more than suspicious. 

Right after this speech, Mr Saint-Remy (CVP–PSC) representing Prime Minister 

party (which must have a great influence on the speech) took the floor and stated 

i.a., 
 
I would like, very briefly, but very clearly, to say to Mr Mundeleer that in his 
inquiry, and I also tell you, Prime Minister, there is one point on which I 
agree with him; but it’s the only one. It is necessary in this country, given the 

 
1163 Quant à moi... je pense que le seul effort pouvant être réellement couronné de sucèès sera celui qui 
respectera l’ensemble des droits essentiels de l’individu, rejoignant en cela, notamment, la déclaration 
de M. le president Gillon le disait, le mardi 3 juillet 1962, au Sénat: ’Je n’accepte pas... ni davantage le 
droit des langues. Les langues, selon moi, n’ont aucun droit, qu’il s’agisse du francais, de l’anglais, de 
l’allemand ou du néerlandais. Ce sont les gens qui les parlent qui ont des droits et ces droits doivent 
être respectés’. Voilà, je crois l’expression sage d’une philosophie libérale modérée. 
1164 Je conclus, Monsieur le Premier Ministre. Vous n’auriez pas pu rèussir dans un tel climat. Vous 
n’étiez pas suffisamment armé pour vous opposer à la continuelle aggression que les extrémistes 
flamingants perpètrent tous les jours contre la Belgique.  
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cultural autonomy that we are going to create — and on which I agree — 
that we take care to protect, culturally, all populations, whatever community 
they belong to. Some of these populations are minorities (or sometimes, as 
you said, Mr Mundeleer, majorities) in all the so-called ‘special linguistic 
regime’ or ‘facilitated’ municipalities.1165 

 

Then, Mr Perin (RW1166) stated, ‘Where everything is difficult.’1167 Thus, there 

were some pessimistic thoughts about cultural autonomy, especially concerning the 

situation in ‘facilitated’ municipalities, and how it all would succeed. The VU 

politicians, Mr Anciaux and Mr Schiltz, relieved some of the frustration with 

comments like ‘Now I do not understand it anymore’1168 and ‘All this is not very 

clear!’1169 

 To these speeches, Mr Gaston Eyskens1170 (CVP–PSC), the prime minister 

responded, 
 
If I understood correctly, the honourable interpellator, Mr Mundeleer does 
not like the creation of two councils of senators. He is in favour of 
organising four cultural councils, which are cultural commissions, vague 
commissions called French, Dutch and German cultural councils, and a 
council that takes care of Brussels culture.1171 

 

After this speech, Mr Bert Van Hoorick (BSP-PSB1172) immediately answered, 

‘There is no culture of Brussels.’1173 This interjection is also a good example of how 

 
1165 Ceci étant dit, je voudrais, très brièvement, mais très clairement dire à M. Mundeleer que dans son 
interpellation, et je vous le dis aussi, Monsieur le Premier Ministre, il y a un point sur lequel je suis bien 
d'accord avec lui; mais c'est le seul. Il faut, dans ce pays, compte tenu de l'autonomie culturelle que 
l'on va créer — et sur quoi je marque mon accord — que l'on veille à protéger, sur le plan culturel, 
toutes les populations, à quelque communauté qu'elles appartiennent. Une partie de ces populations 
constituent des minorités (ou même parfois, comme vous l'avez dit, Monsieur Mundeleer, des 
majorités) dans toutes les communes dites ‘à régime linguistique spécial’ ou ’à facilités’. 
1166 Rassemblement wallon. 
1167 Où tout est difficile. 
1168 Nu versta ik het niet meer. 
1169 Tout cela n’est pas très clair! 
1170 Gaston Eyskens was Prime Minister from June 12, 1968 to November 22, 1972 when the 
government collapsed over the question of constitutional amendment providing for regionalisation of 
Belgium (Lentz Harris M (1994): The heads of states and governments. A worldwide Encyclopedia of 
over 2300 leaders, 1945 thorough 1992. Routledge, New York. p. 80.)  
1171 Si j’ai bien compris l’honorable interpellateur, M. Mundeleer n’aime pas la création de deux conseils 
de sénateurs. Il est partisan de l’organisation de quatre conseils culturels qui sont des commissions 
culturelles, de vagues commissions appelées conseils culturels francais, néerlandais, allemande, et un 
conseil l’occupant de la culture bruxelloise.  
1172 Belgische Socialistische Partij-Le Parti Socialiste Belge. 
1173 Er staat geen Brusselse cultuur. 
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the position of Brussels was seen in the late 1960s. There were politicians who 

believed Brussels as a special region with unique characteristics and culture, but then 

there were politicians, even within the party in government, who thought that there 

was no such thing as Brussels culture. However, it is not surprising that the comment 

was presented by a Dutch-speaking politician as French language was dominant in 

Brussels. 

The plenary session of 11 March 1969 is a good example of how difficult the 

situation was in Belgium at the end of the 1960s. Originally, when Belgium was 

founded in 1830, it had a constitution that guaranteed a number of fundamental 

rights and freedoms. One of these was linguistic freedom1174. However, in practice, 

this freedom resulted in an almost total Frenchification of public life, which meant 

that most civil servants and judges did speak only French. In addition, also laws were 

only published in French. Finally, in 1932, language legislation was created on the 

territoriality principle. From then on, the rule ‘the regional language is the 

administrative language’ was put into operation also in Flanders.1175 

The linguistic boundary was established by law in 19631176. This indeed was an 

important turning point in the appreciation of Dutch language. Thus, Belgium was 

divided into four language areas: the Dutch-language area, the French-language area, 

the German-language area, and the bilingual Dutch–French area (the 19 

municipalities of Brussels). Each municipality unequivocally belonged only one of 

the four language areas. However, this subdivision was also included into the 

Constitution in 1970. The term ‘language area’ also gained legal relevance as it 

demonstrated the fact that the regional language must be used in certain matters.1177 

5.1.2 The Plenary session of 18 June 1969 

In the plenary session of 18 June 1969, a very interesting law project was handled. It 

focused on the organisation of economic planning and decentralisation. There were a lively 

discussion and speeches concentrated on regionalism, even federalism. The goal of 

this section is not to describe the law project itself but to convey the atmosphere 

which prevailed at the time in Belgian politics. 

 
1174 Article 30 of the Belgian Constitution states: The use of languages current in Belgium is optional; 
only the law can rule on this matter, and only for acts of the public authorities and for legal matters. 
1175 docu.vlaamserand.be.  
1176 Hooghe Liesbet (1993): Belgium: from regionalism to federalism. Regional Politics and Policy. 
Vol.3, Spring, No.1. pp. 44-68. 
1177 docu.vlaamserand.be 
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Altogether 29 different politicians1178 took the floor. There were nine different 

Socialists who expressed an opinion, indicating this was an important topic to them. 

Seven politicians presented for the CVP-PSC, four for the Liberal Party members, 

and two VU. Even though there were only two speeches from VU politicians, the 

speeches were quite long. Therefore, the number of speeches per party cannot be 

directly correlated with the importance of the matter. The most active speakers were 

Mr Hugo Schiltz (VU), Mr Paul de Keersmaeker (CVP-PSC), and Mr Dries Claeys 

(CVP-PSC). I have not differentiated between the Flemish-speaking and French-

speaking parties as, in many cases, the parties had not yet split along linguistic lines. 

The general discussion started with a speech by Mr Léon Hurez (BSP-PSB): 
 
This decision is important… Alongside our political democracy, a new 
principle is born in our country, a democracy of regionalist essence, which 
will certainly contribute to a better development of our regions in the 
framework of a frank and loyal national agreement.1179 

 

Without presenting the law project in detail, it was clear that Mr Hurez stood for 

the regionalisation process, which was, according to him, a new principle. This kind 

of attitude was also present in the PSB’s political party programme of 1972. The 

PSB’s programme stood for regionalisation, which was considered a good thing for 

all of Belgium. Another Socialist politician, Mr Frans Detiège, followed the same 

line: 
 
It is obviously not the time to outline the whole evolution here. I would 
nevertheless like to draw attention to the fact that the Belgian Socialist Party 
thought in its election programme of April 1965 ‘that it could put forward 
the need to determine the needs of the regions and the objectives to be 
pursued to achieve this when drawing up the plan after consulting the 
economic decentralisation bodies.’ We have since faced the government’s 

 
1178 Léon Hurez (BSP-PSB), Dries Claeys (CVP-PSC), Gérard Delruelle (PVV-PLP), Paul De 
Keersmaeker (CVP-PSC), Frans Detiège (BSP-PSB), Hugo Schiltz (VU), Albert Van Hoorick (BSP-
PSB), Antoine Humblet (CVP-PSC), Henri Deruelles (BSP-PSB), Robert Moreau (MW), Marcel 
Levaux (KPB-PCB), Freddy Terwagne (BSP-PSB) Minister of Community Relations, Henri Simonet 
(BSP-PSB), Francois Perin (MW), Georges Mundeleer (PVV-PLP), Frans Gelders (BSP-PSB), 
Maurice Denis (BSP-PSB), Francois Persoons (CVP-PSC), Victor Larock (BSP-PSB), Leo Wouters 
(VU), Pierre Havelange (FDF), Yves Urbain (BSP-PSB), Gaston Moulin (PCB-KPB), Roland Gillet 
(PVV-PLP), André Vlerick (CVP-PSC) Minister-Secretary of State for the regional economy, Lucien 
Outers (FDF), Paul De Vlies (CVP-PSC), Jean Defraigne (PVV-PLP) and Leo Tindemans (CVP-PSC) 
Minister for Community Relations. 
1179 Cette décision est importante... A côté de notre démocratie politique, nait ainsi dans notre pays un 
principe nouveau, une démocratie d'essence régionaliste, ce qui contribuera certainement à un meilleur 
épanouissément de nos régions dans le cadre d'une entente nationale franche et loyale. 
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immobilisation. What is happening today is finally in line with our 
endeavours.1180 

 

Mr Dries Claeys (CVP-PSC) also made a statement on the topic: 
 
I also wonder if, in a country like ours, we could move on to a truly 
decentralised general economic policy without major difficulties. This would 
indeed include moving to autonomous decisions about economic policies… 
Such a system, which would assume an actual distance from the economic 
policy if the concept of economic decentralisation were to be applied in full, 
seems to me still undesirable for our country in the current situation.1181 

 
This draft does not want to provide the solution or help to tensions between 
the communities in our country. It is not at all excluded that new tensions 
arise…But what is at least my deepest conviction is that, in the long run, one 
would encounter untenable tensions if one did not go in the direction that 
this design points us to. That is why I believe that everyone in this Parliament 
and everyone in this country, who is concerned about the well-being of this 
country and of all its residents, should try to approach the content of this 
draft with seriousness and without prejudice.1182 

 

In these passages, the fragile political situation was clear: no more tension. Mr 

Claeys recognised that decentralisation could have serious consequences. However, 

he also brought up the untenable tensions if one did not choose decentralisation 

process, and in that way, saw that there was no other solution than to continue on 

 
1180 Toch wil ik de aandacht erop vestigen dat de Belgische socialistische partij in haar 
verkiezingsprogramma van april 1965 meende te mogen vooropzetten ‘dat de behoeften van de 
gewesten en de na te streven doeleinden om hierin te voorzien, bij het opmaken van het plan, moeten 
worden bepaald na raadpleging van de organen voor de economische decentralisatie’. Sindsdien 
hebben wij gestaan voor het immobolisme van de regering. Wat vandaag gebeurt ligt eindelijk in de 
lijn van onze betrachtingen.  
1181 Ik vraag mij ten andere af of wij in een landje als het onze, zonder grote moeilijkheden zouden 
kunnen overgaan naar een werkelijk gedecentraliseerd algemeen economisch beleid. Dit zou inderdaad 
insluiten dat wij naar autonome beslissingen zouden gaan over economisch beleid... Zulk systeem dat 
een eigenlijke afstand van de economische beleidsvoering zou veronderstellen, indien men het begrip 
economische decentralisatie ten volle wilde toepassen, lijkt mij voor ons land in de huidige situatie nog 
steeds niet wenselijk.  
1182 Dit ontwerp wil niet de oplossing geven of helpen geven aan de spanningen tussen de 
gemeenschappen in ons land. Het is helemaal niet uitgesloten dat er nieuwe spanningen uit 
voortvloeien…Maar wat in elk geval mijn diepste overtuiging is, is wel dat men op de duur onhoudbare 
spanningen zou ontmoeten indien men niet zou opgaan in de richting die dit ontwerp ons aanwijst. 
Daarom meen ik dat iedereen in dit parlement en iedereen in dit land, die zich bekommert om het 
welzijn van dit land en van al zijn ingezetenen, met ernst en zonder vooroordeel de inhoud van dit 
ontwerp moet trachten te benaderen. 
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the chosen path. Hence, in the end, he stood for the decentralisation process. This 

was a slightly more sceptical attitude towards the decentralisation process than what 

was presented in the political party programme of the CVP in 1971.   

The other Christian-democratic politician, Paul De Keersmaeker, highlighted the 

uniqueness of the topic: 
 
This is a very important debate. It can be a historic moment in our political 
life because it is, in fact, the first time that a government has submitted a 
draft that is provided for the whole of an important public sector, namely 
decentralising economic reforms. I believe that it is necessary in this debate 
to examine the fundamental motivation of this reform and to situate it in the 
evolution of political life. We could regard this reform as a mere technical 
adaptation of our structures with the aim of making our economic policy 
more efficient . . .1183 

 

He also presented the topic in the context of European integration: 
 
Decentralisation up and down is therefore necessary. European integration 
is, therefore, a necessary final piece in the overall picture of this evolution, 
but this task goes beyond the scope of this debate.1184 

 
To those who say that this reform does not go far enough, that we do not 
go so far as to give real autonomy to the regions — for decentralisation, in 
fact, implies autonomy and autonomy implies representative bodies, 
decision-making power, and ‘own resources’ for the achievement of its own 
objectives — I would like to say that this draft is a major step in that 
direction, at least at the level of the regional development companies.1185 

 

 
1183 Dit is een zeer belangrijk debat. Het kan een historisch moment zijn in ons politieke leven omdat 
het in feite de eerste maal is dat een regering een ontwerp voorlegt waarbij voor het geheel van een 
belangerijke publieke sector, nl. de economische decentraliserende hervormingen worden voorzien. Ik 
meen dat het nodig is in dit debat de fundamentele motivering van deze hervorming te onderzoeken 
en ze te situeren in de evolutie van het politieke leven. Wij zouden deze hervorming kunnen aanzien 
als een louter technische aanpassing van onze structuren met als doel ons economisch beleid efficiënter 
te maken… 
1184 Er is dus decentralisatie nodig naar omhoog en naar omlaag. De Europese integratie is in het 
totaalbeeld van deze evolutie dus een noodzakelijk sluitstuk, maar deze opdracht treedt buiten het 
bestek van dit debat. 
1185 Aan degenen die zeggen dat wij met deze hervorming niet ver genoeg gaan, niet zover gaan dat wij 
werkelijke autonomie geven aan de gewesten – want decentralisatie impliceert in feite autonomie en 
autonomie impliceert vertegenwoordigende organen, beslissingsbevoegdheid, en <eigen middelen< 
voor het verwezenlijken van eigen doelstellingen – zou ik willen zeggen dat dit ontwerp toch een hele 
stap in die richting inhoudt, althans op het niveau van de gewestelijke ontwikkelingsmaatschappijen.  
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He concluded his speech by noting, 
 
I would like to point out to those people who think that we are careless with 
this project, that any reform involves risks . . . But only if one takes those 
risks can democracy be realised in the units of small dimensions and only 
then can it be active and alive. This also applies to the universities, 
companies, municipalities and that also applies to the regions. In any case, it 
is the motive of all pending and planned reform, of economic 
decentralisation, cultural autonomy, administrative decentralisation, 
university reform, revision of the enterprise function, etc. all of these seen 
in a dynamic perspective of continuous adjustment. We can search and find 
many reasons for not taking those risks; electoral ones would still be the 
worst here; in any case, it is a choice.1186 

 

This is an example of how politicians may speak with their own voice, and even 

within the same party, there can be different attitudes towards the same topics. Here, 

for instance, although both politicians stood for the decentralisation, Keersmaeker 

put his words in more positive way than Claeys, who was more sceptical towards 

decentralisation. This is, of course, influenced partly by the Belgian electoral system 

(open-list system) in which where politicians want to stand out and bring up their 

own points of view.1187 Nevertheless, both Flemish politicians represented 

traditional – and still united in 1969, even though the decision of the split was 

confirmed in the same year – party, CVP-PSC, and supported, at least in the long 

run, decentralisation process. 

Perhaps the most interesting speech was made by Mr Hugo Schiltz (VU).1188 Mr 

Schiltz subscribed to the political party programme, stating in the plenary session, 
 

 
1186 Wil ik doen opmerken aan die mensen die denken dat wij met dit project onvoorzichtig zijn, dat 
elke hervorming risico’s inhoudt…Maar slechts als men die risico’s neemt kan de democratie zich 
realiseren in de eenheden van kleine dimensie en slechts dan kan zij aktief en levend zijn. Dit geldt ook 
voor de universiteiten, voor de ondernemingen, de gemeenten en dat geld ook voor de gewesten. In 
ieder geval is het de drijfveer van al de hangende en geplande hervorming, van economische 
decentralisatie, cultuurautonomie, administratieve decentralisatie, universitaire hervorming, herziening 
van de ondernemingsfunctie, enz. deze alle gezien in een dynamische perpectief van voortdurende 
aanpassing. Wij kunnen vele redenen zoeken en vinden om die risico’s niet te nemen, electorale zouden 
hier nog de slechtste zijn; in elk geval is het een keuze. 
1187 See the introduction of this section V Analysing Parliamentary Discussions. 
1188 Hugo Schiltz was a Belgian lawyer and politician. He was a member of the Volksunie and later its 
successor SPIRIT. Schiltz was MP from 1965-1991. He was a Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of 
the Budget and Science Policy in the Martens VIII government. Together with Wilfried Martens and 
Jean-Luc Dehaene Schiltz was largely responsible for the transformation of Belgium into a federal 
state. (www.sint-anneke.com). 
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In the socioeconomic development plan for Flanders published in 1965, the 
[VU] published an outline of what can be considered for the Flemish country 
as a concrete application of such planning…In its federalist view, it was clear 
to the [VU] that Flanders, as such, had to have the necessary tools to design 
and implement regional planning as part of the necessary planning at the 
European level.1189 

 
Finally, a final word about the planning. It is evident that federal or central 
planning at the Belgian level, no matter how valuable it might be, should 
actually be involved in European planning. Of course, and for 
understandable reasons, nothing is said about this in the project. There are 
no democratically formed European policy structures yet, which we, as 
federalists, very much regret. After all, if responsible planning were to be 
achieved at the European level, it would soon become apparent how 
necessary the actual regionalisation of the planification and economic policy 
is for an efficient and democratic economic policy. Many tensions that now 
arise between Flanders and Wallonia as a result of the artificial unitary 
Belgian framework would, in that way, lose intensity and become a more 
peaceful society of both peoples.1190 

 

Mr Schiltz also pointed out language issues: 
 
It is always the same song. One begins to admit on seemingly unimportant 
points, promising that one will do better later, instead of preparing the case 
right from the start . . . They made promises about improving language laws. 
One would later improve the language border again. What has happened?1191 

 
1189 In het in 1965 gepubliceerde sociaal-economisch ontwikkelingsplan voor Vlaanderen heeft de 
Volksunie een schets gepubliceerd van wat voor het Vlaamse land kan beschouwd worden als een 
concrete toepassing van een dergelijke planning…In haar federalistische visie was het voor de 
Volksunie immers duidelijk dat Vlaanderen als dusdanig moest beschikken over de nodige 
instrumenten om de planificatie regionaal te ontwerpen en door te voeren als een onderdeel van de 
noodzakelijke planning op Europees vlak. 
1190 Een laatste woord ten slotte over de planning. Het is evident dat een federale of een centrale 
planning op Belgisch vlak, hoe waardevol zij ook zou zijn, eigenlijk zou moeten kunnen worden 
ingeschakeld in een Europese planning. Hierover wordt vanzelfsprekend, en om begrijpelijke redenen, 
in het project niets gezegd. Er bestaan nog geen democratisch gevormde Europese beleidsstructuren, 
wat wij als federalisten ten zeerste betreuen. Wanneer een verantwoorde planning op Europees niveau 
tot stand zou komen, zou immers vlug blijken hoe noodzakelijk de werkelijke regionalisering van de 
planificatie en vat het economisch beleid is voor een efficiënt en democratisch economisch beleid. 
Vele spanningen die nu tussen Vlaanderen en Wallonië ontstaan ingevolge het artificiële unitaire 
Belgische kader zouden op die wijze aan intensiteit verliezen en een rustiger samenleving van beide 
volkeren mogelijk worden. 
1191 Het is altijd hetzelfde liedje. Men begint met toe te geven op schijnbaar onbelangrijke punten, met 
de belofte dat men het later beter zal doen, in de plaats van de zaak van meet af aan klaar te 
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In response, Socialist politician Mr Albert Van Hoorick commented, ‘This is not 

about language problems.’ 1192 He added, ‘Save your passion on better things!’1193 

However, Mr Schiltz continued: 
 
In this respect, this design is once again a textbook example of short-sighted 
one-day compromises. It is clear, that without Brussels, there would be a 
very broad and fundamental consensus between the majority of Flemish and 
Walloon representatives to implement a real and wide decentralisation.1194 

 
The presence of the Brussels problem in this area, as in many others, is a 
disturbing factor that threatens to skew of block normal growth of new 
structures.1195 

 

Concerning federalism, Mr Schiltz stated, 
 
Many in this Chamber . . . believe that the federalisation of the State is 
inevitable if one wants to prevent worse. Well, let’s get the problem right 
from the start. Do we accept a federalism with three, Flanders, Wallonia and 
Brussels, yes or no? Or, do we accept federalism with two, Flanders and 
Wallonia and a common capital area, Brussels?1196 

 

In this passage, Mr Schiltz brings up the problematic position of Brussels and 

gives the impression that the only problem is Brussels — without Brussels, it would 

be easy to proceed with the decentralisation process. 

In conclusion, Mr Schiltz noted, 
 
We wish indeed a clear choice because only in clarity may clear and 
sustainable rules be made that allow normal coexistence in peace and 

 
stellen…Men deed beloften inzake verbetering van de taalwetten. Men zou later de taalgrens opnieuw 
verbeteren. Wat is ervan terechtgekomen. 
1192 Hier gaat het niet over taalproblemen. 
1193 Spaar uw passie voor betere zaken! 
1194 Dit ontwerp is in dit opzicht eens te meer een schoolvoorbeeld van kortzichtige 
eendagscompromissen. Het is duidelijk dat zonder Brussel een zeer ruime en fundamentele 
eensgezindheid zou bestaan tussen de meerderheid van Vlaamse en Waalse vertegenwoordigers om 
een werkelijke en ruime decentralisatie door te voeren. 
1195 De aanwezigheid van het Brusselse problem is op dit gebied, zoals op vele andere een storende 
faktor die de normale groei naar nieuwe structuren dreigt scheef te trekken of te blokkeren. 
1196 Velen in deze Kamer…menen dat de federalisering van de Staat onafwendbaar is, wil men erger 
voorkomen. Welnu, laat ons het probleem van meet af klaar stellen. Aanvaarden wij een federalisme 
met drie, Vlaanderen, Wallonië en Brussel, ja dan neen? Of, aanvaarden wij een federalisme met twee, 
Vlaanderen en Wallonië en een gemeenschappelijk hoofdstedelijk gebied, Brussel? 
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understanding, even for the people of Brussels. Brussels, in our view, also 
part of a reformed federal Belgium, is and will remain our capital.1197 

 

This last sentence received huge applause from the members of the VU. This was 

a clear commitment to the development of federalism. It was not surprising that the 

speaker was a member of the VU. However, it was significant that, even in the late 

1960s, there was such a clear statement for federalism and that the word ‘federalism’ 

was mentioned instead of ‘decentralisation’ or ‘regionalisation’. It is also clear that 

language was a very sensitive issue at the time. Mr Schiltz was disappointed with the 

situation of language laws. These attitudes were very much in line with the party 

programme of the VU in 1971. 

There were also other speeches concerning the possibility of federalism, 

especially from Socialist politicians. For instance, Mr Henri Simonet (BSP-PSB) 

stated, 
 
Several ways could be followed… I welcome the fact that the project is not 
federalist. If I can very well conceive a federal organisation of the Belgian 
State — the words do not frighten me, any more than a certain number of 
realities — I find it rather difficult for this federal organisation to extend 
itself to economic life.1198 

 
I am simply saying that if Belgium were a federal state, it seems to me 
inconceivable that this federal structure and these federal mechanisms 
should be extended to the economic life.1199 

 
As much as I fully conceive of the policy of decentralisation, I believe, and 
what I am concerned is, that the federalisation of economic life inevitably 
leads to the pursuit of completely autonomous, if not profoundly divergent, 
policies.1200 

 
1197 Wij wensen inderdaad een klare keuze omdat slechts in klaarheid, duidelijke en duurzame 
regelingen kunnen tot stand komen die een normaal samenleven in vrede en verstandhouding mogelijk 
maken, ook voor de bevolking van Brussel. Brussel dat in onze optiek, ook in een federaal hervormd 
België, onze hoofdstad is en zal blijven.  
1198 Plusieurs voies pouvaient être suivies... je me félicite que le projet de loi ne soit pas fédéraliste. Si 
je peux fort bien concevoir une organisation fédérale de l’Etat belge – les mots ne m’effraient pas, pas 
plus qu’un certain nombre de réalités – je vois plutôt difficilement cette organisation fédérale s’étendre 
à la vie économique.  
1199 Je dis simplement que si la Belgique était un Etat federal, il m’apparait inconcevable que cette 
structure fédérale et ces mécanismes fédéraux soient étendus à la vie conomique. 
1200 Autant je concois parfaitement la politique de decentralisation, autant je craindrais, en ce qui me 
concerne, que la fédéralisation de la vie économique ne conduise inéluctablement à la poursuite de 
politiques totalement autonomes, sinon profondément divergentes. 
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These passages highlight the concerns as to what would happen if there were ever 

a fully federal Belgium. Mr Simonet expressed more of these concerns by saying, 
 
A fortiori, in a state like ours, if Belgium were federated, I can honestly not 
conceive of a conjunctural policy that can be carried out, on the one hand, 
in a certain sense by Wallonia, and in a different sense by Flanders.1201 

 
I will give you a third example of the impossibility of pursuing a federal 
economic policy in this country. Even in industrial matters, I do not think it 
is possible for a sector of national importance to have a federal economic 
policy and you, who so often claim Walloon trade union organisations and 
who claim to be their interpreter. . . I advise you to refer to the press release 
issued eight months ago when we were discussing the restructuring of the 
steel industry. The Liège Metallurgical Workers’ Union, whose vigorously 
federalist character cannot be denied, was the first to ask that the problem 
of the iron and steel industry be considered at the national level, within the 
framework of the national budget, and not at the regional level.1202 

 

Finally, Mr Simonet concluded, ‘I am pleased that you have chosen in this law 

project, the path of decentralisation rather than that of federalism. This may be 

against your inner wish, but I think it is much better.’1203 Clearly, there were many 

concerns as to what would happen if Belgium became a federal state. How would it 

affect economic life, for instance? Federalism obviously brought up some fears, 

especially among French-speaking Socialists. It was stated in the party programme 

in 1972 that, although regionalisation is a good thing, the main thing above all is 

Belgian unity. Federalism was considered as the process which would lead eventually 

to the dissolution of Belgium. 

 
1201 A fortiori, dans un Etat comme le nôtre, si la Belgique était fédérée, je ne puis honnêtement pas 
concevoir de politique conjoncturelle qui puisse être menée, d’une part, dans un certain sens par la 
Wallonie, et dans un sens different par la Flandre.  
1202Je vais vous donner un troisième exemple de l’impossibilité de mener dans ce pays une politique 
économique fédérale. Même en matière industrielle, je ne crois pas qu’il soit possible pour un secteur 
d’importance nationale d’avoir une politique économique fédérale et vous, qui vous réclamez si 
souvent des organisations syndicales wallonnes et qui prétendez être leur interprète… Je vous conseille 
de vous référer au communiqué émis il y a huit mois, au moment où l’on discutait de la restructuration 
de l’industrie sidérurgique. L’Organisation syndicale liégeoise des métallurgistes, dont on ne peut nier 
le caractère vigoureusement fédéraliste, a été la première à demander que le problème de la sidérurgie 
soit envisagé sur le plan national, dans le cadre du budget national, et non pas sur le plan régional. 
1203 Je suis heureux que vous ayez choisi, dans ce projet de loi, la voie de la décentralisation plutôt que 
celle du fédéralisme. Ceci va peut-être à l’encontre de votre souhait intime, mais je crois cela beaucoup 
mieux. 
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French-speaking Liberal politician Mr Georges Mundeleer (PVV–PLP) also 

brought up interesting matters regarding the topic: 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, it is immediately apparent that while the project is 
not entirely collectivist, it is far from being liberal. But it presents a huge 
political advantage: depending on whether the emphasis is on what it will 
allow to be done or, on the contrary, on what it will prevent from happening, 
it will appear as resolutely interventionist, or as slightly anticollectivist. 
Everyone finds what suits them.1204 

 

He also noted the possible risks: 
 
There is, therefore, a risk of duplication and of complications which, if I 
believe the various experiments carried out by collectivist economic regimes, 
have almost always constituted a brake and have never been of a nature to 
favour the harmonious development of the economy. Added to this, at the 
regional level, economic councils with no decision-making power will not 
play an effective role and will, in fact, live a highly politicised life. One may 
ask, Minister, if the government did not do so on purpose?1205 

 
All this to say that the cleavage of our economic regions coinciding with the 
cleavage of linguistic regions is heresy that does not stand up to even a 
cursory examination. However, you know, Minister, that with your project, 
you are about to decentralise at the level of the communities, by politicising 
to the extreme the regional economic councils, one Flemish, the other 
Walloon, the third Brabancon, with double membership. We cannot, for our 
part, both in the immediate and the medium term, even if we accept that a 
policy of decentralisation must be set up at the regional level, regret that the 
government seems to want at all costs to make the economic coincide with 
linguistic and the community… So, I think it would have been better to 
decentralise the existing provincial structures at the provincial level.1206 

 
1204 Mesdames, Messieurs, l’on apercoit immédiatement que si le le projet n’est pas tout à fait 
collectiviste, il est loin d’être libéral. Mais il présente un énorme avantage politique: suivant que l’on 
mette l’accent sur ce qu’il permettra de faire ou, au contraire, sur ce qu’il empêchera de faire, il 
apparaîtra comme résolument dirigiste, ou comme légèrement anticollectiviste. Tout le monde y trouve 
donc son compte.  
1205 Il y a donc un risque de duplication et de complications qui, si j’en crois le différentes expériences 
menées par les régimes d’économie collectiviste, ont presque toujours constitué un frein et n’ont jamais 
été de nature à favoriser le dèveloppement harmonieux de l’économie. A cela s’ajoute qu’au niveau des 
régions, les conseils économiques, n’étant pas nantis de pouvoir de décision, n’exerceront pas un rôle 
effectif et connaîtront en fait une vie hautement politisée. On peut se demander, Monsieur le Ministre, 
si le gouvernement n’a pas agi ainsi à dessein? 
1206 Tout cela pour dire que le clivage de nos régions économiques coïncidant avec le clivage des régions 
linguistiques est une hérésie qui ne résiste pas à un examen même sommaire. Vous savez cependant, 
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Here, Mr Robert Moreau (MW) commented, ‘You are delaying fifty years… You 

do not want the economy on the level of the region, but you want it at the level of 

the province!’1207 

Finally, Mr Mundeleer (PVV-PLP) concluded, 
 
Mr President, ladies and gentlemen… Liberalism is part of the economy as 
the indispensable source of initiatives and generator of solutions adapted to 
all forms of progress. The hypothesis, wherever it comes from, catches my 
attention. Liberalism is life. Mr President, Mr Minister, I fear that that project 
n. 125 will, unfortunately, end up appearing at most as a pneumothorax stuck 
to the lungs of Wallonia, whereas what the national economy requires is, 
every day, constantly renewed young blood that can travel from north to 
south, from east to west, all the members of a body that some want to kill 
under the pretext of saving it. It is time, I believe, that we stop in this country 
wanting at all costs to commit suicide under the pretext of avoiding death.1208 

 

As can be seen in this passage, the situation was not easy, and the coming change 

was not an ideal option to all parties. The Liberal Party programme emphasised a 

united Belgium in its party programme, and the same idea can be seen here. In this 

speech, the French-speaking Mr Mundeleer discusses what is the best solution to the 

national economy and was disappointed that economy was involved in linguistic and 

community issues. He brought up liberalism and took a sceptical, even negative, 

attitude towards the project. 

 
Monsieur le Ministre, que par votre projet, vous vous apprêtez à décentraliser au niveau des 
communautés, en politisant à l’extrême les conseils économiques régionaux, l’un flamand, l’autre 
wallon, le troisième brabancon, avec double appartenance. Nous ne pouvons, quant à nous, tant dans 
l’immédiat qu’à moyen terme, même si l’on accepte qu’une politique de décentralisation doive être 
mise en place au niveau régional, que regretter que le gouvernement paraisse vouloir à tout prix faire 
coïncider l’économique avec le linguistique et le communautaire... Je suis donc d’avis qu’il aurait été 
plus judicieux de décentraliser au niveau provincial, les structures provinciales existantes. 
1207 Vous retardez de cinquante années...Vous ne voulez pas d’économie au niveau de la région, mais 
vous en voulez au niveau de la province! 
1208 Monsieur le Président, Mesdames, Messieurs...Le libéralisme s’inscrit au contraire dans 
l’économique comme la source indispensable d’initiatives et génératrice de solutions adaptées à toutes 
les formes du progrès. L’hypothèse, d’où qu’elle vienne, retient mon attention. Le libéralisme, c’est la 
vie. Monsieur le Président, Monsieur le Ministre, je crains que le projet n 125 ne finisse, hélas, par 
apparaître tout au plus comme un pneumothorax collé au poumon de la Wallonie, alors que ce que 
l’économie nationale demande, c’est, chaque jour, un sang plus jeune sans cesse, renouvelé, qui puisse 
parcourir de nord en sud, d’est en ouest, tous les membres d’un corps que certains veulent tuer sous 
prétexte de le sauver. Il est temps, je crois, que l’on cesse dans ce pays de vouloir à tout prix se suicider 
sous prétexte d’éviter de mourir. 
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One more speech of interest was made by Mr Gaston Moulin (Communist Party). 

Although this party is not analysed in the other chapters of this dissertation, it reveals 

something about the spirit of the time. Concerning federalism. Mr Moulin stated, 
 
I know there are innocent people who refuse to understand federalism. I 
think of Mr Vanden Boeynants1209 who runs around the country reiterating 
that federalism is the explosion of Belgium. And he knows that this is not 
true, but the explosion of Belgium, the reactionaries will provoke it by 
opposing the right solutions.1210 

 

Here Moulin criticises ex-prime minister Vanden Boeynants, who, according to 

Mr Moulin, tells everyone that possible federalism is the same as an explosion of 

Belgium. Unfortunately, Mr Vanden Boeynants did not respond to this speech. 

However, this shows how suspiciously politicians reacted to federalism in the late 

1960s and how it was regarded as the enemy of united Belgium. Among the Flemish 

traditionalist parties, the politicians did not stand for federalism. The only politician 

that considered federalism important was from Flemish nationalist party, VU.  

Overall, it became obvious, that as I predicted, the politicians of the Flemish 

nationalist and regionalist political party VU not only stood already for federalism 

but also highlighted and expressed concerns about Flemish culture and language. In 

addition, the Flemish-speaking politicians, also from traditional parties, considered 

decentralisation mainly as a positive development. However, it also became evident 

that the politicians who represented the parties that formed the government – CVP-

PSC and BSP-PSB – supported the decentralisation process whether they were 

Flemish- or French-speaking politicians.    

5.2 Discussions Held in the Parliament in the 1980s 

 Belgium became a federal state in 1993. However, as we have seen, the whole 

process of federalisation had begun much earlier. It extended over decades and, 

along the way, required many state reforms. In the 1980s, two separate state reforms 

 
1209 Paul Vanden Boeynants (PSC-CVP) was a prime minister from 19th of March 1966 to 17th of June 
1968 and from 20th of October 1978 to 3rd April 1979. (www.senate.be) 
1210 Je sais qu’il y a des innocents qui s’ostinent à ne pas comprendre le fédéralisme. Je pense à M. 
Vanden Boeynants qui court dans le pays en repétant que le fédéralisme, c’est l’explosion de la 
Belgique. Et il sait que ce n’est pas vrai, mais l’explosion de la Belgique, les réactionnaires vont la 
provoquer en s’opposant aux bonnes solutions.  



 

302 

were established, the first in 1980 and the second in 1988–1989.1211 1980s was indeed 

a very confusing and fragile time in the Belgian political arena. The country was 

indeed in the middle of a political turmoil. 

After a brief interval, in 1981, Mr Wilfried Martens1212 (CVP) returned as prime 

minister with a coalition of the two Christian Democratic parties and two Liberal 

ones. A federal election was held on 13 December 1987. After a long negotiation, a 

new government, Martens VIII, was formed, by a coalition of the two Christian 

Democratic, Volksunie and two Socialist parties1213. Martens government also 

established the third state reform. The new state reform further increased the role 

of the communities and gave the regions responsibilities for public works and 

transport. For the first time, it also gave the Brussels area its own regional 

institutions, a Council (now a Parliament) and a Government. According to Humes, 

the third state reform allowed Brussels to manage many of its own functions. In 

addition, it permitted the Walloon and Flemish communities to improve and protect 

their interests in the bilingual capital.1214 

Overall, the 1980s were a very confusing time in Belgian politics. First of all, the 

entire political structure was in transition. Major political parties split apart along 

linguistic lines in the 1960s and 1970s. New state reforms were ongoing throughout 

the decade, and two were even established, in 1980 and in 1988-1989. Governments 

also fell and formed again several times in the 1980s1215. This was affected by the 

federalisation process but also the economic situation, more specifically, the oil 

crisis.1216 Nevertheless, the atmosphere was very insecure and fragile. 

 
1211 See Chapter 3.2 Belgium in the Middle of Political Crises – Six State Reforms Ensuring a United 
Belgium. 
1212 Prime minister of Belgium from 3 April 1979 to 6 April 1981 and again from 17 December 1981 
to 7 March 1992. 
1213 Delwit Pascal, Pilet Jean-Benoit and van Haute Emilie (eds.) (2011): Les partis politiques en 
Belgique. Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles, Bruxelles. p. 347. 
1214 Humes, Samuel (2014): Belgium. Long united, long divided. C. Hurst & Co. London. p. 200.  
1215 Martens I government fell only after nine months in January 1980 when the Brussels-based FDF, 
Front Démocratique des Francophones, was dropped from the Government. Right after that Martens 
II government fell apart in spring 1980. Martens III Government was formed in May 1980 when 
Liberals were invited to join with Christian Democrats and Socialists. Already in October 1980 Liberals 
left the government and Martens IV was formed with Christian Democrats and Socialists. After federal 
elections in December 1981 Martens V was formed consisting of Christian Democrats and Liberals. 
This continued almost four years. However, in October 1985 elections were held again and Martens 
VI was formed consisting of Christian Democrats and Liberals. Same coalition continued in 1987 
when Martens VII was formed. After federal elections in December 1987 and five months of coalition 
building Martens VIII was formed consisting of Christian Democrats, Socialists and Volksunie in May 
1988. This lasted until 1991. 
1216 Slomp, Hans (2000): European politics into the twenty-first century: integration and division. 
Praeger, Westport, Connecticut, London. p. 49. 
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In the next section, I analyse discussions held in Parliament in summer 1988. The 

federal elections were held in December 1987, and a new government was formed 

after five months. Thus, the discussions were held just after the new government, 

Martens VIII1217, was established. These conversations were also held in the turmoil 

of the third state reform, so they were somewhat intense. 

5.2.1 The Plenary session of 14 June 1988 

On 14 June 1988, there was a very interesting discussion concerning a revision of the 

Constitution in the plenary session of the House of Representatives.1218 Altogether 34 

politicians took the floor.1219 This section mainly covers speeches made by politicians 

from Flemish political parties, but I have also included some speeches from French-

speaking politicians to illustrate better the atmosphere. The Flemish Liberals were 

represented by three different politicians, the Flemish Socialists by two different 

politicians, the CVP by four politicians, and the VU by only one politician. 

The discussion began with a speech by Mr Willy Cortois1220(PVV). He started by 

reminding his audience how serious and important as issue it is to revise the 

constitution: 
 
Constitutional revision is a serious matter. The Belgian Constitution is not a 
piece of paper, although some who today form the majority of the 
government stated this so often in the past.1221 

 
1217 Consisting of Christian Democrats, Socialists and Volksunie. 
1218 More precisely the discussion was dealing of the proposal of the government to revise article 47 
(www.lachambre.be. See doc. n.10/47-418.). 
1219 Willy Cortois (PVV), Francois-Xavier de Donnéa (PRL), Philippe Moureaux (PS),André Cools 
(PS), Etienne Knoops (PRL), Pierre Chevalier (SP), Mieke Vogels (Agalev), Gerolf Annemans (Vlaams 
blok), Henri Simons (Ecolo), Serge Kubla (PRL), Daniel Ducarme (PRL), Jos Van Elewyck (SP), 
Annemie Neyts-Uyttebroeck (PVV), Luc Dhoore (CVP), Willy Burgeon (PS), Marc Olivier (CVP), 
Paul-Henry Gendebien (PSC), Jean Gol (PRL), André Degroeve (PS), Laurette Onkelinx (PS), André 
Baudson (PS), Albert Gehlen (PSC), Jean Defraigne (PRL), Jacques Collart (PS), André Denys (PVV), 
Wilfried Martens (CVP), Vic Anciaux (Volksunie), Antoinette Spaak (FDF/PPW), Claude Eerdekens 
(PS), André Lagasse (FDF/PPW), Armand De Decker (PRL), Eric Van Rompuy (CVP), Daniel 
Ducarme (PRL) and Norbert De Batselier (SP). 
1220 Cortois was a member of parliament from district of Brussels since 1984 and from constituency 
of Brussels-Halle-Vilvoorde since 1997. (www.vlaamsparlement.be)  
1221 De Grondwetsherziening is een ernstige zaak, de Belgische Grondwet is geen vodje papier, 
alhoewel sommigen die vandaag mede de regeringsmeerderheid vormen dit in het verleden zo vaak 
stelden.  

http://www.lachambre.be/
http://www.lachambre.be/


 

304 

With this plea for a cautious approach to the constitutional revision, based 
on a broad consensus, the Flemish Liberals are not alone.1222 

 

Referring to state reform, Mr Cortois declared, 
 
We believe that the proposed state reform, with all its new constitutional 
locks, double and 2/3 majority, does not offer structures that will allow the 
country and its population of Flemish, Walloon and Brussels residents, with 
more assets, from a better position, to enter the major challenges that ahead 
of us successfully.1223 
 
The P.V.V never stated that there should be no state reform. On the 
contrary, the country and its institutions must adapt to the fundamental 
changes that are taking place in our society, in Europe and in the world. A 
Constitution is not a law that cannot be touched. The aspirations for more 
autonomy, more identity, more responsibility for regions and communities 
that live among our people must be translated into a well-considered and 
coherent state reform. But it is wrong, and I would also like to make it clear 
here, to tell the population that the federalisation process that has just started 
will suddenly bring the solution to our fundamental economic, social, 
financial and other major social problems. We, Flemish Liberals,1224 want to 
clearly distance ourselves from generating this illusion.1225 

 

He finishes his speech by addressing the prime minister: 
 
This statement, Mr Prime Minister, is a statement that you have already 
failed. A state reform with some ‘grandeur’ is expected to give the country a 
new impulse, to give people institutions in which they believe, in which they 

 
1222 Met dit pleidooi voor een voorzichtige aanpak van de Grondwetsherziening, steunend op een 
brede consensus, staan de Vlaamse liberalen trouwens niet alleen.  
1223 De voorgestelde Staatshervorming, met al haar nieuwe grondwettelijke grendels, dubbele en 2/3de 
meerderheiden biedt naar onze overtuiging geen structuren die het land en zijn bevolking Vlamingen, 
Walen en Brusselaars, zal toelaten met meer troeven, vanuit een betere positie, de grote uitdagingen 
die voor ons liggen, met succes aan te gaan. 
1224 Here the politician speaks literally with the voice of the party. 
1225 De P.V.V heeft nooit gesteld dat er geen Staatshervorming moet komen. Integendeel, het land en 
zijn instellingen moeten zich aanpassen aan de fundamentele wijzigingen die zich in onze samenleving 
in Europa en in de wereld voltrekken. Een Grondwet is geen wet waaraan niet mag geraakt worden. 
De verzuchtingen naar meer autonomie, meer identiteit, meer verantwoordelijkheid voor Gewesten 
en Gemeenschappen die onder onze bevolking leven, dienen in een doordachte en coherente 
Staatshervorming vertaald te worden. Maar het is verkeerd, en dit wil ik ook hier duidelijk stellen, aan 
de bevolking voor te houden dat het op gang gekomen federaliseringsproces nu plotseling de oplossing 
zal brengen voor onze fundamentele economisch-sociaal-financiele-budgettaire en andere grote 
maatschappelijke problemen. Van het opwekken van deze illusie willen wij Vlaamse liberalen duidelijk 
afstand nemen.  
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find themselves. Generating creativity and energy in the country, 
encouraging people to roll up their sleeves together with those who manage 
them, building something with more allure, with more dimension out of it. 
You will have to agree with me that none of this can be detected. You have 
already failed completely on this piece…The complexity and the 
cumbersome, opaque structures with which you want to saddle the country 
have widened and deepened the gap between the Wetstraat and the 
population, trust in politicians, policymakers, in our institutions has been 
further weakened. I cannot get rid of the impression that the political world 
has once again missed an opportunity. You and your majority bear full 
responsibility for this. I hope that you will nevertheless come to your 
senses.1226 

 

In his speech, Mr Cortois wanted to make clear that revision of the constitution 

was needed, but the Government was doing it in the wrong way. People would need 

to trust politicians, but the proposal included a lot of bad structures. He also 

reminded his audience that people should not be misled by the promise that 

federalisation would be a solution to all problems. 

Naturally, this speech was influenced by the position of the opposition. This same 

kind of attitude was seen in the political party programme of the PVV in 1991, in 

which the party stated that, after the state reform in 1988, Belgium struggled with 

complicated state structures. Nevertheless, these attitudes towards the federalisation 

process were mostly positive, although it was mentioned that even the federalisation 

is not the solution to everything. This same positive spirit towards federalisation was 

clearly seen in the party programme a few years later.1227 

 
1226 Deze vaststelling, mijnheer de Eerste Minister, is een vaststelling dat u nu reeds mislukt bent. Van 
een Staatshervorming met enige ’grandeur’ wordt verwacht dat zij het land een nieuw elan zal geven, 
de mensen instellingen geeft waarin ze geloven, waarin ze zichzelf terugvinden. In het land de 
aanwezige creativiteit en energie opwekt, de mensen aanzet om samen met diegenen die hen besturen 
de handen uit de mouwen te steken, samen iets met meer allure, met meer dimensie uit de bouwen. U 
zult het toch met mij moeten eens zijn dat van dit alles niets te bespeuren valt. U hebt op dit stuk nu 
al volledig gefaald…De complexiteit en de logge, ondoorzichtige structuren waarmede u het land wilt 
opzadelen hebben de kloof tussen de Wetstraat en de bevolking weer een heel stuk verbreed en dieper 
gemaakt, het vertrouwen in de politici, in de beleidsmensen, in onze instellingen nog verder afgezwakt. 
Ik kan mij niet van de indruk ontdoen dat de politieke wereld weer eens een kans heeft gemist. U en 
uw meerderheid dragen daarvan de volle verantwoordelijkhied. Ik hoop dat u desondanks nog tot 
bezinning zult komen. 
1227 See the analysis of political party programs of PVV in 1991. 



 

306 

After Mr Cortois’ speech, another Liberal politician took the floor. Mr Francois-

Xavier de Donnéa1228 (PRL)1229 took a strong position for Brussels and its status in 

the federalisation process: 
 
I would like today, Mr President, to devote my remarks to an overall analysis 
of the consequences of the Government’s plan for the reform of the State 
for the Brussels Region… It goes without saying, however, that many of the 
criticisms which may be made concerning the consequences of the 
agreement for the Brussels Region are also valid for the other two regions 
or for one of them. But the proposed state reform we are considering is of 
particular importance for Brussels since the Government wants to make 
important changes to the status of the Brussels Region.1230 

 

Mr de Donnéa directly addressed the proposals of the prime minister: 
 
However, Prime Minister, your proposals contain provisions which, while 
applying to the three regions of the country and having, in my opinion, 
harmful consequences for the three regions, for their cohabitation, are 
particularly unfavourable to the Region of Brussels because of its specific 
characteristics of an urban region on the one hand and its demographic and 
geographical dimensions on the other. The government agreement thus 
contains provisions which can be criticised from the point of view of the 
good functioning of Flanders and Wallonia, but which are even more open 
to criticism from the point of view of the Brussels Region.1231 

 
1228 He was the Minister of national defence and the Brussels region in the Martens VI-VII 
governments from 1985-1988. He was also Secretary of State for Development Cooperation from 
1983 to 1985 in the Government-Martens V. He was MP from 1985 to 1989 and from 1995-2014 with 
a break in 2000-2003, when he was Prime Minister of the Brussels Capital Region. In 1989, he was 
elected to the European Parliament, where he remained until 1991. From 1991 to 1995 de Donnéa 
was again senator and the leader of the PRL (Parti Réformateur libéral) in the Senate. 
(www.dedonnea.irisnet.be)   
1229 Parti Réformateur libéral, later from year 2002 MR Mouvement Réformateur was in opposition in 
summer 1988. 
1230 Je voudrais aujourd’hui, Monsieur le Président, chers collégues, consacrer mon exposé à une 
analyse d’ensemble des conséquences du projet du Gouvernement en matière de rèforme de l’Etat 
pour la Région bruxelloise... Il va de soi cependant que de nombreuses critiques qui peuvent être 
formulèes en ce qui concerne les conséquences de l’accord pour la Région bruxelloise sont également 
valables pour les deux autres Régions ou tantôt pour l’une, tantôt pour l’autre d’entre elles. Mais le 
projet de réforme de l’Etat que nous examinons revêt une importance particulière pour Bruxelles 
puisque le Gouvernement veut apporter des modifications importantes au statut de la Région 
bruxelloise.  
1231 Or, Monsieur le Premier Ministre, vos propositions contiennent des dispositions qui, tout en 
s’appliquant aux trois Régions du pays et tout en ayant, à mon avis, des conséquences néfastes pour 
les trois Régions, pour leur cohabitation, sont particulièrement défavorables á la Région bruxelloise vu 
ses caractéristiques spécifiques de région urbaine d’une part et ses dimensions démographiques et 
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Indeed, a certain regionalisation was indispensable. It was logical that the 
regions, which are competent in urban renewal and regional planning, could 
also be directly involved in certain public works of strictly local interest and 
in the inter-municipal transport companies.1232 

 
You are creating a particularly bad situation for the Brussels Region. Why? 
Because Brussels has only one million inhabitants…1233 

 
Prime Minister, tell me what will be the financial credibility? What will be, in 
technical terms, the ‘credit rating’ of a region of one million inhabitants? You 
understand, this credit rating will necessarily be much lower than that of the 
two regions, which group respectively 3.5 and 5.5 million inhabitants and a 
fortiori that of a country of 10 million inhabitants. This mechanism, which 
you put in place, will increase the cost of public credit in Belgium for the 
Flemish Region, for the Walloon Region and for the Brussels Region, in 
proportion to the number of inhabitants in each of the Regions.1234 

 

Finally, Mr de Donnéa presented two conclusions: 
 
First conclusion: this agreement is, properly speaking, diabolical for Brussels. 
Why? Because the Government’s project aims to increase the competences 
of the region and to give it the appearance of regional autonomy by creating 
four assemblies and four executives…By giving a right of veto to each 
member of the four Executives, you also institutionalise the blockages 
within these Executives. By giving the State a tutelage of suspension, 
cancellation, and coercive tutelage for a series of subjects, you will also 

 
géographiques d’autre part. L’accord de gouvernement contient done des dispositions qui peuvent être 
critiquées au point de vue du bon fonctionnement de la Flandre et de la Wallonie mais qui sont encore 
plus critiquables du point de vue de la Région bruxelloise.  
1232 En effet, une certaine régionalisation était indispensable. Il était logique que les Régions qui sont 
compétentes pour la rénovation urbaine et pour l’aménagement du territoire puissent également être 
en prise directe sur certains travaux publics d’intérêt strictement local et sur les sociétés de transport 
intercommunales.  
1233 Vous créez une situation particulièrement néfaste pour la Région bruxelloise. Pourquoi? Parce que 
Bruxelles ne comptant qu’un million d’habitants... 
1234 Monsieur le Premier Ministre, dites-moi donc quelle sera la crédibilité financière, quel sera, en 
termes techniques, le ‘credit rating’d’une région d’un million d’habitants? Vous comprenez, ce credit 
rating sera nécessairement beaucoup plus faible que celui des deux Régions qui groupent 
respectivement 3,5 millions d’habitants et 5,5 millions et a fortiori que celui d’un pays de 10 millions 
d’habitants. Ce mécanisme, que vous mettez en place, va renchérir le coût du crédit public en Belgique 
pour la Région flamande, pour la Région wallonne et pour la Région bruxelloise et ce 
proportionnellement au nombre d’habitants de chacune des Régions. 
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multiply the causes of conflict and blockage between the region and the 
state.1235 

 
Besides, you are also cheering the region by trying to set up financial 
mechanisms that are very dangerous for her. Brussels will, therefore, pass 
from the institutional fridge to the financial sauna, without becoming a fully-
fledged Region, since we are talking only of a fully-fledged status for the 
Brussels-Capital Region and no longer a status for a fully-fledged Brussels 
Region.1236 

 

Presenting his second conclusion, Mr de Donnéa expressed his concern about a 

letter written by Mr Vanden Boeynants (PSC)1237: 
 
This is the letter that Mr Vanden Boeynants is currently broadcasting all over 
the place in Brussels. Mr Vanden Boeynants, who, as you know, will be listed 
on the PSC for the city of Brussels, in the communal elections, writes — 
and I think it reflects the opinion of a good part of the Brussels PSC since 
others spreading the same ideas in the papers these days — I cannot help 
but be sceptical and very worried. Without long sentences, here is why:1238 

1. The triumphalism and enthusiasm of the Volksunie. What seems so good for 

these gentlemen cannot be good for us who are Belgians and Brussels. I speak 

from experience.1239 

2. The contradictions in the interpretation of the agreement. A party chairman 

who signed the agreement said: ‘Contrary to what some say, this is not the 

great breakthrough of federalism.’ The same day, the President of another 

 
1235 Première conclusion: cet accord est à proprement parler diabolique pour Bruxelles. Pourquoi? 
Parce que le projet du Gouvernement vise à augmenter les compétences de la Région, et à lui donner 
d’une main les apparences d’une autonomie régionale en créant quatre assemblées et quatre Exécutifs... 
En donnant un droit de veto à chaque membre des quatre Executifs, vous institutionnalisez egalement 
les blocages au sein de ces Executifs. En donnant à l’Etat une tutelle de suspension, d’annulation, et 
une tutelle coereitive pour une série de matières, vous allez également multiplier les causes de conflit 
et de blocage entre la Région et l’Etat.  
1236 Par ailleurs, vous garrottez également la Région en voulant mettre sur pied des mécanismes 
financiers très dangereux pour elle. Bruxelles passera donc du frigo institutionnel au sauna financier, 
sans devenir pour autant une Région à part entière, puisqu’on ne parle plus que de statut à part entière 
pour la Région de Bruxelles-Capitale et non plus de statut pour une Région bruxelloise à part entière. 
1237 Christian Social Party (French-speaking Christian Democratic Party)  
1238 C’est la lettre que M. Vanden Boeynants diffuse actuellement tous azimuts dans Bruxelles. M. 
Vanden Boeynants qui, comme vous le savez, sera tête de liste du P.S.C. pour la ville de Bruxelles, aux 
élections communal, écrit – et je pense qu’il reflète l’opinion d’une bonne partie du P.S.C. bruxellois 
puisque d’autres répandent les mêmes idées dans les journaux ces jours-ci – ‘Je ne peux m’empêcher 
d’être sceptique et très inquiet. Sans longue phrases voici pourquoi:  
1239 Le triomphalisme et l’enthousiasme de la Volksunie. Ce qui paraît si bon pour ces Messieurs ne 
peut être bon pour nous qui sommes Belges et Bruxellois. Je parle d’expérience.  
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party, also a signatory to the agreement, said: ‘It is finally the final 

breakthrough towards the radical federalism.’ 

 

And Mr Vanden Boeynants concludes: ‘Not at all, this agreement had to be made 

in a new language unknown, but that can be read in different ways.’1240 
 
The socioeconomic financial and budgetary objectives are often 
contradictory if not totally unrealistic. I think, for once, that Mr Vanden 
Boeynants is right, that he conveys a deep feeling within the Brussels PSC 
as well as in others Brussels circles elsewhere.1241 

 

Mr de Donnéa then presented his third conclusion: 
 
Third conclusion: the agreement on Brussels . . . Mr Schiltz’s (VU) state of 
mind with regard to Brussels is significant. On 3 May 1988, he said in the 
newspaper De Standaard, in answer to Mr Spitaels who before declared that 
Brussels was becoming the third region in its own right: ‘One could think of 
a semantic parlor game with the question of whether Brussels is a third 
region or not. This question is irrelevant: it is essential that Brussels as a 
separate entity does not receive voting rights at the national level’.1242 

 

De Donnéa concluded his speech thus: 
 
Your financial proposals are extremely dangerous, not only for the French 
Community and the Walloon Region but also and especially for the Brussels 
Region. Therefore, I think I can say, Prime Minister, that the metamorphosis 
you are proposing for Brussels is, alas, furiously like ‘The Metamorphosis’ 
of Kafka. For this reason, my group will refuse to share the responsibility 
with you.1243 

 
1240 Les contradictions dans l’interprétation de l’accord. Un Président de parti, signataire de l’accord, 
affirme: ‘Contrairement à ce que certains disent, que ce n’est pas la grande percée du fédéralisme’. Le 
même jour, le Président d’un autre parti signataire également de l’accord, declaire:’ C’est enfin la percée 
définitive vers le fédéralisme radical’. Et M. Vanden Boeynants conclut:’Pas de toute, cet accord a donc 
dû être réalisé dans une nouvelle langue inconnue mais que l’on peut lire de différentes manières’.  
1241 Les objectifs financiers et budgétaires socio-économiques sont souvent contradictoires sinon tout 
à fait irréalistes. Je pense, pour une fois, que M. Vanden Boeynants a raison, qu’il traduit un sentiment 
profond au sein du P.S.C. bruxellois ainsi que dans d’autres milieux bruxellois d’ailleurs.  
1242 Troisième conclusion: l’accord sur Bruxelles.... L’état d’esprit de M. Schiltz à l’égard de Bruxelles 
est significatif. Le 3 mai 1988, il disait dans le journal De Standaard, en reponse à M. Spitaels qui avant 
déclare que Bruxelles devenant la troisieme Région à part entiere: ‘Men zou een semantisch 
gezelschapsspel kunnen bedenken met de vraag of Brussel een derde Gewest is of niet. Die vraag is 
niet relevant: essentieel is dat Brussel als aparte entiteit geen stemrecht krijgt op het nationale niveau‘. 
1243 Vos propositions financières sont extrèment dangereuses, non seulement pour la Communauté 
francaise et la Région wallonne mais aussi et surtout pour la Région bruxelloise. Par conséquent, je 
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The speech of Mr de Donnéa is very interesting. He concentrated almost entirely 

on Brussels and what kind of difficulties the proposed revision would bring. 

Although he mentioned that the proposal would be very bad for Brussels, he also 

noted that it would be bad for the Walloon Region and French Community as well. 

Thus, the criticism of the proposal was obvious. 

The position of the opposition also had influence here. Mr de Donnéa brought 

up a letter by Mr Vanden Boeynants (PSC), where one of the main concerns was VU 

and its triumphalism and enthusiasm. He highlighted the comments of Mr Schiltz, 

who said that Brussels could not vote as a separate entity at the national level and, in 

this case, could not have the same rights as the other two regions. 

Finally, Mr de Donnéa addressed financial problems by stating that the French 

community, Walloon region, and specifically the Brussels region, would lose. On the 

other hand, this meant that, according to him, the only region that would benefit was 

Flanders. Here, he made a clear statement for the French community, Walloon 

region, and Brussels region. The negative attitude towards the VU was clear, — 

perhaps out of fear of what will happen in the future to Wallonia and Brussels. The 

contradictions were between political parties but also between French-speaking and 

Flemish-speaking people, with Brussels assigned the French-speaking side. 

After Mr de Donnéa’s speech, the discussion was continued by a politician from 

the SP,1244 Mr Pierre Chevalier. Mr Chevalier started his speech with the voice of his 

party by stating, 
 
It is clear, that the SP joins the ambitious programme the Government has 
in the communitarising and federalising of the country and that the coalition 
regards this chapter, subtitled, ‘A new phase in the reform of the State’. I 
would say, ‘a new and necessary phase.’1245 
 
We have opaque structures, confusion in the division of powers, a complete 
fog for the citizen, who no longer knows which instance — regional, 

 
crois pouvoir dire, Monsieur le Premier Ministre, que la métamorphose que vous nous proposez pour 
Bruxelles ressemble, hélas, furieusement à ’La Métamorphose’ de Kafka. Pour cette raison mon groupe 
refusera d’en partager la responsabilité avec vous. 
1244 Socialistische Partij. 
1245 Het is duidelijk dat de SP-fractie zich aansluit bij het ambitieuze programma dat de Regering zich 
heeft voorgehouden op het gebied van het communautariseren en federaliseren van het land en dat 
het regeerakkoord wat dit hoofdstuk betreft, terecht de ondertitel ‘Een nieuwe fase in de hervorming 
van de Staat’ draagt. Ik zou zeggen: ’een nieuwe en noodzakelijke fase’. 
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national, municipal or provincial — he has to go just to get what he 
deserves.1246 

 

Chevalier continued by addressing Ms Mieke Vogels (AGALEV)1247: 
 
Ms Vogels, I have not changed my name, ‘Chevalier,’ to ‘De Ridder’ either. 
I have therefore not become the great flamingant, I admit that. Anyone who 
thinks — I am convinced that the youth does — realises that if one wants 
to run this country a little and help it on the right track, one can only 
federalise and decentralise. I am convinced, Ms Vogels, that you agree with 
me.1248 

 

 Ms Vogels answered right away: ‘The question is how it should be done.’1249 

Chevalier replied, 
 
Indeed! Ms Vogels, you are so mistaken when you state that you must 
federate in a multipolar way. I am of the opinion that your provincial 
federalism is not workable. Departing from a negative attitude. You say that 
we must federate in a multipolar fashion and must give more powers to the 
provinces so that there is no discord possible.1250 

 

Ms Vogels answered again: ‘We have never said that. However, we believe that 

there is still a degree of solidarity between the people exists though they speak 

different languages.’1251 Chevalier continued by stating, 
 
As I said before, you depart from a negative attitude. According to you, a 
twofold federalism is impossible, and there must, therefore, be a multipolar 
federalism. That is a poor starting point. Ms Vogels, you have requested a 

 
1246 Wij hebben ondoorzichtige structuren,verwarring in de bevoegdheidsverdeling, een complete mist 
voor de burger, die niet meer weet tot welke instantie – gewestelijke,nationale,gemeentelijke of 
provinciale – hij zich precies moet wenden om te bekomen waar hij recht op heeft. 
1247 AGALEV is a political party in Flanders based on especially green politics.  
1248 Mevrouw Vogels, Ik heb evenmin mijn naam ‘Chevalier’ veranderd in ‘De Ridder’. Ik ben daarom 
ook niet de grote flamingant geworden, ik geef dat toe. Wie nadenkt – ik ben er van overtuigd dat de 
jeugd dat doet – beseft dat, wanneer men dit land enigszins wil besturen en op de goede weg wil 
helpen, men niets anders kan dan federaliseren en decentraliseren. Ik ben ervan overtuigd. Mevrouw 
Vogels, dat u het met mij eens is. 
1249 De vraag is op welke manier dat dient te gebeuren.  
1250 Inderdaad! Mevrouw Vogels, zo vergist u zich wanneer u stelt dat men meerpolig moet 
federaliseren. Ik ben de mening toegedaan dat uw provinciaal federalisme niet werkbaar is. U vertrekt 
vanuit een negatieve ingesteldheid. U zegt dat wij meerpolig moeten federaliseren en aan de provincies 
meer bevoegdheden moeten geven zodat er geen tweespalt mogelijk is. 
1251 Dat hebben wij nooit gezegd. Wel zijn wij van oordeel dat er nog een zekere solidariteit tussen de 
mensen bestaat ook al spreken zij verschillende talen. 
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debate on this subject, and I think I can say that you have met your 
wishes.1252 

 
I am convinced that language makes a distinction and is a flag that covers a 
certain load. In other federalised states too, such as Canada and Switzerland, 
one sees a clear demarcation of competences on the basis of the 
language…1253 

 

In response to this, Mr Gerolf Annemans1254 (Vlaams Blok1255) answered 

instantly: ‘You are the last language-flamingant in this country.’1256 Chevalier 

responded, 
 
I think you are not listening carefully to what I am saying. I say that, in 
addition to the language, one must start from that distinction. One must also 
determine other contents. That is what I said. Mr Annemans, there may be 
two speeds in this country, but in both parts of the country and in different 
directions. If one is not deaf and not blind, one finds that Wallonia, for 
example, has a head start in terms of culture and media than we do in 
Flanders . . .1257 
 
My position is that we must federalise in the first place, and that is 
happening. This majority has the option to accomplish this. The 
decentralisation trend must be clearly linked to this.1258 
 

 
1252 Zoals ik reeds zei vertrekt u vanuit een negatieve ingesteldheid. Volgens u is een tweeledig 
federalisme onmogelijk en moet er bijgevolg een meerpolig federalisme komen. Dat is een slechte 
vertrekbasis. Mevrouw Vogels, u heeft een debat ter zake gevraagd en ik meen te mogen zeggen dat 
met deze aan uw wens is tegemoet gekomen.  
1253 Ik ben ervan overtuigd dat de taal een onderscheid maakt en een vlag is die een bepaalde lading 
dekt. Ook in andere gefederaliseerde staten, denken wij maar aan Canada en Zwitserland, ziet men op 
basis van de taal een duidelijke afbakening van de bevoegdheden…  
1254 Annemans served in the House of Representatives 1987-2014. He was also a President of the party 
from 2012 to 2014. (www.vlaamsparlement.be) Thus, under his leadership the VB has grown rapidly. 
1255 Right-wing political party in Belgium, since 2004 Vlaams Belang. 
1256 U bent de laatste taalflamingant in dit land. 
1257 Ik denk dat u niet goed luistert naar hetgeen ik zeg. Ik zeg dat, naast de taal, men van dat 
onderscheid moet vertrekken. Ook moet men andere inhouden vaststellen. Dat is wat ik heb gezegd. 
Mijnheer Annemans, er zijn in dit land misschien wel twee snelheden, maar dan in beide landsgedeelten 
en in verschillende richtingen. Wanneer men niet doof en niet blind is stelt men vast dat Wallonië bij 
voorbeeld op cultureel gebied en op het gebied van de media een voorsprong heeft op hetgeen wij in 
Vlaanderen presteren… 
1258 Mijn stelling is dat wij in de eerste plaats moeten federaliseren en dat gebeurt. Deze meerderheid 
heeft als optie dit te volbrengen. Daaraan moet zeer duidelijk de decentralisatietendens gekoppeld 
worden.  
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I consider that what is proposed by the majority offers a pacification 
opportunity. It is true that with clear demarcation of competences – clear 
exclusive powers granted to the communities and regions — one has the 
opportunity to make a governable country of Belgium.1259 

 

Referring back to Ms Vogels, Chevalier then stated, 
 
Ms Vogels complained yesterday that the conflict model is being used. We 
note that, as far as Brussels is concerned, consensus is being built as far as 
possible between the French- and the Dutch-speaking community. I think 
this is a good thing, rather than trying to depict it negatively.1260 

 

Mr Chevalier also reminded his audience of the position of social security: ‘Social 

Security remains a national matter. I do not think that there is another matter where 

one can speak of more solidarity. All Belgians are involved in social security.’1261 

Finally he noted that it is not a conflict model, but solidarity that is retained.1262 

This speech presented traditional socialist ideas that certainly pleased the party. 

The speech was in line with the political party programme of the SP in 1991, 

regarding the federalisation process and social security. 

The plenary session of 14 June 1988 continued with a discussion on revising the 

constitution. Mr Jean Gol1263 (PRL), at the time of the speech, was in opposition. He 

states, 
 
Your government declaration provides for a series of measures 
implementing the 1980 reform. While the reform was not fully completed, 
was it necessary to start another one? No doubt because, in particular on the 
socialist side, it has always been held that there is a kind of historical law 
providing that every ten years there should be a general strike and that this 

 
1259 Meen ik dat wat door deze meerderheid wordt voorgesteld, een pacificatiemogelijkheid biedt. Het 
is zo dat met een duidelijke bevoegdheidsafbakening – duidelijke exclusieve bevoegdheden die aan de 
Gemeenschappen en Gewesten worden toegekend – men de mogelijkheid heeft om van België een 
bestuurbaar land te maken. 
1260 Mevrouw Vogels klaagde gisteren aan dat het conflictmodel wordt gehanteerd. Wij stellen vast dat, 
wat Brussel betreft, er zoveel mogelijk een consensus wordt ingebouwd tussen de Franstalige en de 
Nederlanstalige Gemeenschap. Ik meen dat dit een goede zaak is, eerder dan het negatief te willen 
afschilderen.  
1261 De sociale zekerheid blijft een nationale materie. Ik denk niet dat er nog een andere materie is 
waarbij men van meer solidariteit kan spreken. Alle Belgen zijn immers bij de sociale zekerheid 
betrokken.  
1262 Het is dus geen conflictmodel, maar wel de solidariteit die wordt behouden. 
1263 He was one of the founders and the president of the party from 1979 to 1982 and again from 1992 
to 1995. Gol was a Vice Prime and minister of Justice and institutional reform in the Martens 
governments V-VII from 1981 to 1988. (www.universalis.fr) 
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historical law has been replaced by another demanding that every ten years, 
we reform the Constitution.1264 

 
The Liberals have always been a factor of stability and balance. It is precisely 
this factor of stability and balance that you lacked in the reform that you 
present today.1265 

 

Mr Gol made it clear in his speech that the Liberals wanted stability rather than 

constant change. He definitely did not support the revision of the Constitution. 

These opinions cannot be compared with the political party programmes of the 

PVV. However, the Flemish-speaking PVV was strongly in support of federalisation 

in 1991, so it seems that there was a big difference between this speech by a French-

speaking Liberal politician and the political party programme of the Flemish-

speaking Liberal party, PVV, in attitudes towards federalism. 

Mr Gol’s speech continued: 
 
First of all . . . you tried to solve the problem of the Flemish Executive and 
save the face of your party, the CVP, which was experiencing some 
difficulties distancing themselves from Liberals while giving a new voice to 
the Socialists and Volksunie! It is an adventure. History will take nothing 
from it, except that you take a step further in the degradation of the 
constitutional system of Belgium, with a system of designation of the 
Executives on one side that would be different from the system of 
designation in the other Community.1266 

 

He also noted, 
 
You did not need to revise the Constitution . . . It seems to me that this State 
reform has three flaws. It adds to the unprecedented complexity of our 

 
1264 Votre déclaration gouvernementale prévoit une série de mesures appliquant la réforme de 1980. 
Alors donc que cette dernière n’est pas entièrement achevée ni complétée, fallait-il nécessairement en 
entamer une autre ? Sans doute parce que, notamment du côté socialiste, on a toujours estimé 
qu’existait une sorte de loi historique prévoyant que tous les dix ans il devait y avoir une grève générale 
et que cette loi historique a été remplacée par une autre exigeant que, tous les dix ans, doive intervenir 
une réforme de la Constitution! 
1265 Les libéraux ont toujours été facteur de stabilité et d’équilibre. C’est précisément ce facteur de 
stabilité et d’équilibre qui vous a manqué dans la réforme que vous présentez aujourd’hui. 
1266 Tout d’abord…vous avez essayé de régler le problème de l’Exécutif flamand et de sauver la face 
de votre parti, le C.V.P., qui éprouvait quelques difficultés à se distancier des libéraux tout en donnant 
à nouveau sa parole aux socialistes et à la Volksunie! C’est une péripétie. L’histoire n’en retiendra 
d’ailleurs rien, sauf que vous faites un pas de plus dans la dégradation du système constitutionnel de la 
Belgique, avec un système de désignation des Exécutifs d’un côté qui serait différent du système de 
désignation dans l’autre Communauté.  
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institutions. It constitutes a dismemberment of Belgium and for 
francophones, a federalism of punishment.1267 

 
In fact, most of the Flemish objectives for Brussels have been achieved. In 
accordance with the famous Congress of the CVP, in which this party 
described its theory for Belgium in the year 2000, perhaps already for 
Belgium in 1995. An increasingly independent Flanders who would cling to 
a future construction but where Belgium, between the two, between 
autonomous Flanders and the Europe of tomorrow, would gradually 
disappear. This theory, the Flemings, the CVP try to realise it gradually. And 
the CVP knows that in this perspective, he cannot swallow Brussels. Brussels 
is a ball too hard, too compact and, in addition, has a number of spikes. So, 
he has to only neutralise Brussels. That is to say, to lock Brussels in the 19 
communes, to impose a Flemish presence in the communes…1268 
 
What worries me the most is that the Flemish Region risks doing much more 
of its autonomy and much better than the Walloon Region . . . How do you 
dare to say ‘what confidence we have in you and in your regional majority!’ 
You did not want the union at the level of the region and the 
community…1269 

 

This passage highlights the fear of what could happen to French-speaking people 

and Brussels. 

Mr Gol continued, declaring, 
 
And so, I say that I am afraid of the daring, the will, the dynamism, the 
autonomy of the Flemish community which could use its skills to improve 
the image of its region, to widen the gap even more than you will give them 

 
1267 Vous n’aviez pas besoin de réviser la Constitution.…Cette réforme de l’Etat comporte, me semble-
t-il, trois travers. Elle ajoute encore à la complexité inouïe de nos institutions. Elle constitute un 
démembrement de la Belgique et pour les francophones, un fédéralisme de punition. 
1268 En fait, la plupart des objectifs flamands, pour Bruxelles ont été atteints. En accord avec le fameux 
congrès du C.V.P., — au cours duquel ce parti a décrit sa théorie pour la Belgique de l’an 2000, peut-
être déjà pour la Belgique de 1995. Une Flandre de plus en plus autonome qui se raccrocherait à une 
future construction européenne mais où la Belgique, entre les deux, entre la Flandere autonome et 
l’Europe de demain disparaîtrait progressivement. Cette théorie-là, les Flamands, le C.V.P. essayent de 
la réaliser progressivement. Et le C.V.P. sait que dans cette optique-là, il ne peut pas avaler Bruxelles. 
Bruxelles, c’est une boule trop dure, trop compacte et qui, en plus, a un certain nombre de picots. 
Alors, il lui suffit de neutraliser Bruxelles. C’est-à-dire de cadenasser Bruxelles dans les 19 communes, 
de lui imposer une présence flamande dans les communes... 
1269 Ce qui m’inquiète le plus c’est que la Région flamande risque de faire beaucoup plus de son 
autonomie et beaucoup mieux que la Région wallonne….Comment osez-vous dire ‘quelle confiance 
en vous et en votre majorité régionale!’ Vous n’avez pas voulu l’union au niveau de la région et de la 
communauté... 
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the opportunity to dig — thanks to the arrangement found in the financing 
of communities and regions…So, the big danger is that of a two-speed 
Belgium. This two-speed Belgium that you did not want and which inspires 
what you claim to be the reform of radical federalism.1270 

 

He further acknowledged that, 
 
By hypocritically referring to the need for differential treatment, you make 
the rich even richer and the poor even poorer. We tend towards the 
dismemberment of Belgium and towards a punitive federalism for Wallonia 
and for Brussels.1271 
 
The conclusion is that Belgium is being dismembered . . . That financially, 
Walloons and Brussels will lose, and the Flemish will win.1272 

 

Here, Mr André Baudson (PS) immediately disagreed.1273 

Overall, Mr Gol’s speech was very controversial, and many politicians made 

interjections. It was strong in its support of Walloons and Brussels. There were some 

extreme words like the ‘dismemberment’ of Belgium. Overall, the speech was all 

about how Flanders would survive and win and how Belgium would gradually 

disappear. This speech provides an idea of the political atmosphere in Belgium at the 

end of the 1980s. As mentioned above, this kind of negative attitude towards 

federalisation was very different from the positive attitude of the 1991 political party 

programme of the Flemish-speaking Liberal party, PVV. It seems that at least on this 

matter PRL and PVV were far from each other. Another interesting point is the 

attitude towards CVP, and its role in the future, making Flanders more and more 

independent but where Belgium, on the other hand, would disappear. The party 

programme of CVP was indeed very Flemish in 1991. The contradictions between 

Flemish- and French-speaking Belgians were obvious in the programme as was the 

 
1270 Et donc je dis que j’ai peur des audaces, de la volonté, du dynamisme, de l’autonomie de la 
Communauté flamande qui pourrait utiliser ses compétences pour améliorer l’image de marque de sa 
Région, pour creuser encore l’écart que vous allez leur donner l’occasion de creuser – grâce à 
l’arrangement trouvé au niveau du financement des Communautés et des Régions... Donc, le grand 
danger est bien celui d’une Belgique à deux vitesses. Cette Belgique à deux vitesses que pourtant vous 
ne vouliez pas et qui inspire ce que vous prétendez être la réforme de fédéralisme radical. 
1271 En évoquant hypocritement la nécessité d’un traitement différencié, vous rendez vous-même les 
riches encore plus riches et les pauvres encore plus pauvres. Nous tendons vers le démembrement de 
la Belgique et vers un fédéralisme de punition pour la Wallonie et pour Bruxelles. 
1272 La conclusion en est que la Belgique est en voie de démembrement…Que sur la plan financier, les 
Wallons et les Bruxellois y perdront et les Flamands y gagneront. 
1273 Pas d’accord. 
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consciousness of Flemish identity. This kind of situation became also evident in this 

discussion where CVP was considered as a party advocating only Flemish interests. 

After Mr Gol’s speech, Mr Gerolf Annemans (Vlaams Blok), a Belgian extreme 

Flemish nationalistic politician, took the stage. Annemans began, 
 
I schematize for a moment. The Flemish went to the streets. They marched 
to Brussels to impose their power in the state with the majority they had 
acquired. They marched to Brussels, and the state saw that. It is that state, 
that has realised in appearance the requirements of the Flemings, who were 
still then in a federalistic pattern of thinking. That state has saved itself by 
rapidly reforming itself… The state has thus ‘saved itself’ from the Flemish 
majority. The most important of these — and you may have experienced it 
more than once in the national Government — is parity in the national 
government. It is the French-language chantage tool and the symbol par 
excellence where democracy has been abolished. The ordinary political 
power game is disabled.1274 

 

He later continued along this theme: ‘Anyone who has a Flemish national 

conscience must determine that the language homogeneity of Flanders has been 

broken more than ever. It has been challenged more than ever, and Brussels’ 

‘Flemishisation’ has been threatened more than ever.’1275 He finished his speech by 

stating, ‘I wonder how far cynicism can be driven to tolerate all of this, to get down 

again and again and to fool Flanders, which in this country means a 60 percent 

majority.’1276 If Mr Gol spoke for French-speaking constituency, Mr Annemans 

stood for the Flemish-speaking, and the differences were indeed obvious. 

The next speech was given by Mr Claude Eerdekens (PS). He stated reminding 

the historical factors, 
 

 
1274 Ik schematiseer even. De Vlamingen kwamen op straat. Zij marcheerden naar Brussel om, met de 
meerderheid die zij hadden verworven, hun macht op te leggen in de Staat. Zij marcheerden naar 
Brussel en de Staat heeft dat gezien. Het is die Staat die de eisen van de Vlamingen, die toen nog in 
een federalistisch denkpatroon zaten, heeft gerealiseerd in schijn. Die Staat heeft zich gered door zich 
in ijltempo te hervormen... De Staat heeft zich aldus van die Vlaamse meerderheid ‘gered’. Het 
belangrijkste daarvan – en u heeft het wellicht zelf meer dan eens in de nationale Regering 
ondervonden – is de pariteit in de nationale regering. Het is het Franstalig chantagemiddel en het 
symbool bij uitstek waarbij men de democratie heeft afgeschaft. Het gewone politieke machtsspel is 
uitgeschakeld. 
1275 Wie een Vlaamsnationaal geweten heeft moet vaststellen dat de taalhomogeniteit van Vlaanderen 
meer dan ooit doorbroken is. Zij is meer dan ooit op de helling gezet en de Brusselse vervlaamsing is 
meer dan ooit in het gedrang gekomen. 
1276 Ik vraag me af hoever het cynisme kan worden gedreven om dit alles te tolereren, om telkens 
opnieuw door de knieën te gaan en telkens opnieuw Vlaanderen dat in dit land 60 procent meerderheid 
betekent, voor schut te zetten. 
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Indeed, the current situation is not the result of the will of a few men but 
the culmination of a long journey, the realisation of an important step in the 
evolution of the community problem in Belgium, the origin of which existed 
already potentially before its existence, by, among others, the reactions 
aroused by the radiation acquired by the French language in Flanders in the 
17th and 18th centuries . . . It is evident that our difficulties are partly due to 
the characteristic absence of national feeling and cultural unity between the 
various regions of Belgium in 1830. From this date, problems (community) 
were an indisputable component since the formation of Belgium was in 
reaction to the presence of the Dutch occupier and his attempt of forced 
Dutchisation.1277 
 
Thus, in the second half of the 19th century, the state saw linguistic and 
cultural problems crystallising through political parties, groups and 
movements in various parts of the country. Beyond the linguistic struggle, 
the pressure was also felt at the social and economic level…The profound 
dualism between the demands, accentuated by the constant pressure to 
maintain French as the only official language, generates a growing push in 
Flanders in favour of administrative autonomy… Numerous proposals for 
federalism will enlighten the political life of the interwar period.1278 

 

Mr Eerdekens also supported the Brussels situation: 
 
Brussels, finally a real Region, by setting up the structures that will make its 
existence effective, will see its inhabitants take charge of their future and will 
finally be freed from national guardianship. Its autonomy, its powers will be 
identical to those of the other regions. And even if, in some cases, the 
national guardianship can still intervene, it will be able to do so only on the 

 
1277En effet, la situation actuelle n’est pas le résultat de la volonté de quelques hommes mais 
l’aboutissement d’un long parcours, la réalisation d’une étape importante dans l’évolution de problème 
communautaire en Belgique, dont l’origine existait déjà potentiellement avant son existence, par, 
notamment, les réactions que suscitait le rayonnement acquis par la langue francaise dans la Flandre 
des 17ème et 18ème siècles…. Il est évident que nos difficultès trouvent en partie leur origine dans 
l’absence caractéristique de sentiment national et d’unité culturelle entre les diverses Régions de la 
Belgique de 1830. Dès cette date, les problèmes (communautaires) furent une composante 
incontestable puisque la formation de la Belgique est une réaction à la présence de l’occupant 
néerlandais et de son essai de néerlandisation forcée.  
1278 Ainsi, l’Etat vit les problèmes linguistiques et culturels se cristalliser, dans la seconde moitié du 
19ème siècle, au travers de partis, de groupes, de mouvements, à vocation politique dans les diverses 
régions du pays. Au-delà de la lutte linguistique, la pression se fit aussi sentir au niveau social et 
économique...Le dualisme profond entre les revendications, accentué par la pression toujours existante 
pour maintenir le francais comme seule langue officielle, engendre des poussées de plus en plus vives 
en Flandre en faveur de l’autonomie administrative…. De nombreuses propositions de fédéralisme 
vont émailler la vie politique de l’entre-deux-guerres. 
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condition of obtaining at the same time a majority of French-speaking 
deputies and a majority of Dutch-speaking deputies.1279 

 

Finally, Mr Eerdekens concluded, 
 
It seems to me, moreover, that a desire for federalism implies a will to take 
control of one’s own future . . . It is therefore not permissible after so many 
difficult decades, after these steps already taken in the direction of a solution 
accepted by all, to miss this last chance to lead the country to peacefully 
adopt a formula adapted to both the needs and aspirations of the regions 
and communities of the country which will enable it tomorrow to calmly 
face its economic, cultural and social future.1280 

 

This speech was very similar to Mr Chevalier’s (SP) and in line with the political 

party programmes of the SP in 1991. Federalism was seen as something that needed 

to be done for the future of Belgium. This is again an example of the conformity of 

the Socialist parties, whether they were Flemish- or French-speaking. 

The plenary session moved forward with a speech by French-speaking Liberal 

politician Mr Armand de Decker (PRL).1281 He stated, 
 
But as a Brussels citizen, I am very worried about this . . . Once again, there 
will be a complete inequality between the two.1282 
 
Yourself, Prime Minister, said that you were a strong supporter of a 
federalism of union and you felt that the regions had to act towards each 
other with a certain loyalty. This was the whole spirit of a reform of Belgium 
aimed at federalism, more precisely at a federalism of union. Undoubtedly, 
the successive governments since 1980, while respecting the personality of 

 
1279 Bruxelles, véritable Région enfin, par la mise en place des structures qui rendront son existence 
effective, verra ses habitants prendre leur avenir en charge et sera enfin libérée de la tutelle nationale. 
Son autonomie, ses compétences seront identiques à celles des autres Régions. Et même si, dans 
certains cas, la tutelle nationale pourra encore intervenir, elle ne pourra le faire qu’à la condition 
d’obtenir à la fois une majorité de députés francophones et une majorité de députés néerlandophones. 
1280 Il me semble, par ailleurs qu’une volonté de fédéralisme sous entend une volonté de prise en main 
de son propre devenir…. Il ne nous est donc pas permis après tant et tant de décennies difficiles, après 
ces étapes déjà franchies dans les sens d’une solution admise par tous, de rater cette dernière chance 
de conduire pacifiquement le pays à adopter une formule adaptée à la fois aux besoins et aspirations 
des Régions et Communautés du pays qui lui permettra demain d’affronter sereinement son avenir 
économique, cultural et social.  
1281 De Decker was MP from 1981-1995. He was also President of the Senate from 1999 to 2004 and 
from 2007 to 2010. (www.senate.be) 
1282 Mais en tant que Bruxellois, je suis très iquiet à ce sujet…. Il y aura là une fois de plus une inégalité 
complète entre les uns et les autres. 
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each of our regions and the communities, were waiting to make a national 
solidarity of these regions work.1283 

 
Today, Prime Minister, you are destroying what you yourself had patiently 
built because it is absolutely no longer a question of moving forward in 
federalism but of fundamentally organising the confederalism that will lead 
— you know it — to separatism. It is clear that radical federalism will one 
day be transformed into an integral separatism.1284 

 

Mr de Decker then responded dramatically, 
 
You do not dare to call it that, and I will probably shock you, but you 
organise apartheid in Belgium . . . That’s what we do in Belgium. It has 
nothing to do with a federal spirit. It is the organisation of a public life of 
communities in a totally separate way. You refuse to let French speakers 
have a say in matters concerning Flanders, you refuse to let Flemings have a 
say in the affairs of Wallonia or Brussels. The only place where you might 
not organise apartheid is in Brussels where you plan a system allowing the 
Flemings and the Walloons to control everything that goes on there . . . 
Today you deny common solidarity between Belgians, and you organise a 
separate life for Belgians of a linguistic role and those of another linguistic 
role. I do not see a big difference with apartheid.1285 

 

This indeed was a very intense response from a French-speaking Liberal politician 

who was obviously afraid of the disintegration of Belgium. 

 
1283 Vous-même, Monsieur le Premier Ministre, disiez que vous étiez un chaud partisan d’un 
fédéralisme d’union et vous estimiez que les régions devaient agir l’une envers l’autre avec une certaine 
loyauté. C’était là tout l’esprit d’une réforme de la Belgique tendant à un fédéralisme, mais à un 
fédéralisme d’union. Indiscutablement, les gouvernements qui se sont succédé depuis 1980, tout en 
respectant la personnalité de chacune de nos Régions et des Communautés attendaient de faire 
fonctionner une solidarité nationale de ces Régions.  
1284 Aujourd’hui, Monsieur le Premier Ministre, vous détruisez ce que vous aviez vous-même 
patiemment construit parce qu’il ne s’agit absolument plus d’aller de l’avant dans le fédéralisme mais 
d’organiser fondamentalement le confédéralisme qui mènera – vous le savez – au séparatisme. Il est 
clair que le fédéralisme radical se transformera un jour en séparatisme intégral. 
1285 Vous n’osez pas l’appeler ainsi, et je vais probablement vous choquer, mais vous organisez en 
Belgique l’apartheid….C’est ce que l’on fait en Belgique. Cela n’a plus rien à voir avec un esprit fédéral. 
C’est l’organisation d’une vie publique de communautés de manière totalement distincte. Vous refusez 
que les francophones aient un mot à dire dans des affaires qui concernent la Flandre, vous refusez que 
des Flamands aient un mot à dire dans des affaires qui concernent Wallonie ou Bruxelles. Le seul 
endroit où peut-être vous n’organisez pas tout à fait l’apartheid c’est à Bruxelles où vous prévoyez un 
système permettant aux Flamands et aux Wallons de contrôler tout ce qui s’y passe….Aujourd’hui 
vous niez des solidarités communes qui existent entre les Belges et vous organisez une vie distincte 
pour les Belges d’un rôle linguistique et ceux d’un autre rôle linguistique. Je ne vois pas une très grande 
différence avec l’apartheid. 



 

321 

At this point, the situation generated an interesting exchange between Mr de 

Decker (PRL) and Mr Eric van Rompuy (CVP).1286 Mr van Rompuy asked, ‘So, you 

are against cultural autonomy?’1287 Mr de Decker replied, 
 
No, I’m not against it. Cultural autonomy can be explained. It is a natural 
aspiration of nations on the basis of a cultural approach. But when, for 
example, we refuse to manage economic interests in Belgium in a unique 
way, this is no longer the result of a spontaneous, voluntary and sincere 
approach by the people. It is a system that you impose on citizens.1288 
 
Another characteristic of this reform of the state also consists of largely 
realising the programme of the Flemish Movement. That seems to me 
incontestable. This is the reason why the Volksunie is enthusiastically 
supporting this government project . . . If it is true that some Flemish cultural 
movements are reacting today, it is mainly because they are never satisfied. 
But in any case, when the Flemish Movements say that it is fitting for 
Flanders to be managed by the Flemish — between us, they always say — 
unquestionably we have and are realising the great aspirations of the Flemish 
Movement by minimising any influence of national ministers who, 
unfortunately, could be francophones, and transferring as much competence 
to the Flemish nation which one day, whatever you say today, don’t you Mr 
Anciaux, must be autonomous before being independent. This is the thesis, 
I believe, of the Volksunie.1289 

 

This passage presents a clear fear of the goals of the Volksunie. There is a clear 

difference between this speech and the pro-federalist party programme of the PVV 

in 1991. 

 
1286 Eric van Rompuy was a MP from 1985 to 1995. (www.ericvanrompuy.be) 
1287 Vous êtes donc contre l’autonomie culturelle? 
1288 Non, je ne suis pas contre. L’auronomie culturelle peut s’expliquer. C’est une aspiration naturelle 
des nations sur base d’une démarche culturelle. Mais lorsque l’on refuse par exemple que l’on gère 
d’une manière unique des intérêts économiques en Belgique, cela ne ressort plus d’une démarche 
spontanée, volontaire et sincére des populations. C’est un système que vous imposez aux citoyens. 
1289 Une autre caractèristique de cette réforme de l’Etat consiste également à réaliser en grande partie 
le programme du mouvement flamand. Cela me paraît incontestable. C’est d’ailleurs la raison pour 
laquelle la Volksunie soutient ce projet gouvernemental avec enthousiasme…..S’il est vrai que certains 
mouvements culturels flamands réagissent aujourd’hui, c’est essentiellement parce qu’ils ne sont jamais 
satisfaits. Mais en tout état de cause, lorsque les mouvements flamands disent qu’il convient que la 
Flandre soit gérée entre Flamands – tussen ons, disent-ils toujours – indiscutablement on y a et l’on est 
en train de réaliser les grandes aspirations des mouvements flamands en réduisant au maximum toute 
influence de ministres nationaux qui, par malheur, pourraient être francophones, et en transférant le 
maximum de compétences à la nation flamande qui un jour, quoique vous en disiez aujourd’hui, n’est-
ce pas Monsieur Anciaux, devra être autonome avant d’être indépendante. Voilà la thèse, je crois, de 
la Volksunie. 
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Mr Van Rompuy then asked if ‘The revisions of 1971 and 1980 were then 

historical errors?’1290 Mr de Decker answered, 
 
Do you believe that when the Belgians voted for the parties, after the 1971 
or 1980 state reform, they thought they were going in the direction of a 
disappearance of the State…? Not at all. You are in the process of making 
constructions to camouflage, in reality, a political process which aims at one 
day disappearing the Belgian State and transforming a Flemish Region into 
a Flemish Nation, a Flemish State, as independent as possible and so that it 
does not cause too many dramas or earthquakes, you hope that at that time 
Europe will be effectively united.1291 

 

At this point, Mr Victor Anciaux1292 (VU) joined the debate by noting, 

 
Mr de Decker, if it should fail of this government programme, be convinced 
that the conflict between the two communities will be even greater. The 
further growing apart is inevitable. This is actually the only solution for a 
society in which both communities work together, but one must also want 
it. You don’t seem to want to see the challenge, the conflict situation. You 
continue to deny the light of the sun.1293 

 

The dialogue continued in a very vivid, conflict-driven way. Mr. de Decker 

answered, ‘Mr Anciaux, you are, in fact, in a war too late.’1294 Mr Anciaux retorted, 

‘Why do you speak of war when we are having a dialogue?’1295 Mr de Decker 

responded, ‘Your political generation of Flemish men believes that if we do not vote 

 
1290 Les révisions de 1971 et 1980 étaient alors des erreurs historiques? 
1291 Croyez -vous que lorsque les Belges ont voté pour les partis, après la réforme de l’Etat de 1971 ou 
de 1980, ils pensaient aller dans le sens d’une disparition de l’Etat...? Pas du tout. Vous êtes en train de 
faire des constructions pour camoufler, en réalité, une démarche politique qui vise à faire disparaître 
un jour l’Etat belge et à la transformation d’une Région flamande en une Nation flamande, un Etat 
flamand, le plus indépendant possible et afin que cela ne provoque pas trop de drames ni de 
tremblements de terre, vous espérez qu’à ce moment-là l’Europe sera effectivement unie. 
1292 Anciaux was a MP from 1965 to 1995 and he was a President of VU from 1979-1986. 
(www.vlaamsparlement.be) After VU collapsed, he joined to social-liberal party Spirit in 2001.  
1293 Mijnheer De Decker, indien het programma van deze Regering zou mislukken, wees er dan van 
overtuigd dat de conflictsituatie tussen de twee Gemeenschappen nog groter wordt. De verwijdering, 
het verder uit mekaar groeien wordt dan onvermijdelijk. Dit is eigenlijk de enige oplossing om een 
samenleving waarin beide Gemeenschappen samenwerken, mogelijk te maken maar men moet het 
ook willen. U schijnt de uitdaging, de conflictsituatie niet te willen zien. U blijft het licht van de zon 
ontkennen. 
1294Mijnheer Anciaux, u bent in feite een oorlog te laat.  
1295 Waarom spreekt u van oorlog, wanneer wij het over dialoog hebben. 

http://www.vlaamsparlement.be/
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this, conflicts will multiply.’1296 Mr Anciaux replied, ‘We have seen that in recent 

years.’1297 

At this point, Mr Philippe Moureaux (PS)1298 joined in the debate by exclaiming, 

‘Mr van Rompuy wanted the end of Belgium! You are exhausting! You are 

incoherent.’1299 It is clear how this French-speaking Socialist politician, as well the 

party programmes of the SP, stood for a united Belgium. 

Mr de Decker began to say, ‘I am simply telling you that the new Flemish 

generation–’1300 but Mr Moureaux interrupted: ‘–wants to unite.’1301 Mr de Decker 

continued: 
 
No, but if they don’t have a resentful attitude towards francophones as do 
the generation you represent Mr Anciaux . . . In fact, we are going to 
undertake a confederal approach in this country, certainly desired by your 
generation but which fundamentally is not or was no longer wanted by the 
new Flemish generations. I recognise that the old Flemish generations have 
sometimes suffered from francophone imperialism in this country. 
However, the new Flemish generation has not suffered from any French-
speaking imperialism. It is very good at it and able to discuss with the new 
francophone generation a common life in this country.1302 

 

Thus, the Liberal Mr de Decker brought up a possible confederal approach. He 

also noted that the new Flemish generation would be more willing to cooperate with 

francophones than the older generations. 

Mr van Rompuy then rejoined the discussion: 
 
I will read to you what I have written on this subject: The world of the young 
Flemings has fundamentally changed. He no longer looks up to the French 

 
1296 Votre génération politique d’hommes flamands croit que si on ne vote pas ceci, les  
conflits se multiplieront. 
1297 Dat hebben wij in de voorbije jaren toch gezien. 
1298 Moureaux was a MP from 1981 to 1995. In 1988 he was in Martens XIII Government a Deputy 
Prime Minister and Minister of Brussels Region and Institutional Reform. In addition, he was a Vice 
President of PS from 1995 to 2012. (www.senate.be)  
1299 M. Van Rompuy désirait la fin de la Belgique! Vous êtes épuisant! Vous êtes d’une incohérence. 
1300 Je vous dis simplement que la nouvelle génération flamand… 
1301 …veut l’unité. 
1302 Non, mais elle n’a pas le ressentiment à légard des francophones qu’à la génération que vous 
représentez Monsieur Anciaux….En fait, l’on va entreprendre dans ce pays une démarche confédérale, 
certainement voulue par votre génération mais qui fondamentalement n’est pas ou n’était plus voulue 
par les nouvelles générations flamandes. Je reconnais que les générations flamandes anciennes ont 
souffert parfois d’un impérialisme francophone dans ce pays. Cependant la nouvelle génération 
flamande n’a souffert d’aucun impérialisme francophone, elle est très bien dans sa peau et tout à fait à 
même de discuter avec la nouvelle génération francophone d’une vie commune dans ce pays. 
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culture, with which he is unfamiliar. He no longer even knows the language. 
He does not need French to get ahead, especially in the business world. The 
cultural climate in Flanders is becoming more and more Anglo-Saxon. The 
young Fleming is Flemish-minded, but not a flamingant. He is indifferent to 
the south. What contact has the young Antwerp still with the south? In fact, 
federalism has already been implemented in the spirits. This is another 
world. We no longer have contact with the south.1303 

 

 Mr de Decker later noted, 
 
Mr Moureaux… I confront you with your own contradictions. It was you 
who said: ‘Francophones, let us show them that we count.’ The [PS] said: 
‘All the strength of the PS to defend Brussels’ and ‘All Belgians are equal 
except one million Brussel residents.’ From now on, they will be a little more 
unequal. You have abandoned the French-speaking people in the periphery 
by accepting a bad status for Brussels, a bad status because it is a complicated 
status, a status that exactly meets all the demands of the Flemish Movement 
concerning Brussels.1304 

 

At the end of the plenary session, Mr Norbert De Batselier (SP)1305 noted, 
 
It is certainly true, as Mr Gol says, that the Belgian State structure is complex. 
This is due to the complicated country in which we live. The Flemish and 
Walloon communities have themselves become increasingly aware of their 
uniqueness over the years, and their concern has grown in order to establish 
their own accents more clearly in policies. In doing so, a precarious balance 
between the two communities had to be pursued. Attempts have been made 
to achieve this since 1970. There is now again an undeniable need to 

 
1303 Je vous lirai ce que j’ai écrit à ce sujet: Ook de leefwereld van de jonge Vlamingen is fundamenteel 
gewijzigd. Hij kijkt niet meer op naar de Franse cultuur, waarmee hij nog weinig vertrouwd is. Hij kent 
zelfs de taal niet meer. Hij heeft geen Frans meer nodig, om vooruit te komen, zeker niet in de 
bedrijfswereld. Het culturele klimaat in Vlaanderen wordt meer en meer Angelsaksisch. De jonge 
Vlaming is Vlaams gezind, maar geen flamingant. Hij staat onverschillig ten aanzien van het zuiden. 
Welk contact heeft de jonge Antwerpenaar nog met het zuiden? In feite is het federalisme in de geesten 
al doorgevoerd. ‘C’est un autre monde. On n’a plus de contact avec le sud. 
1304 Monsieur Moureaux... Je vous mets face à vos propres contradictions. C’est vous qui disiez: 
‘Francophones démontrons-leur que nous comptons.’ Le parti socialiste disait: ‘Toute la force du P.S. 
pour défendre Bruxelles’ et ‘Tous les Belges sont égaux sauf un million de Bruxellois.’ Dorénavant, ils 
seront un peu plus inégaux. Vous avez abandonné les francophones de la périphérie en acceptant un 
mauvais statut pour Bruxelles, mauvais statut parce que c’est un statut compliqué, un statut qui répond 
exactement à toutes les revendications du mouvement flamand concernant Bruxelles.  
1305 He was a MP from 1981 to 1995. He was also a Secretary for Institutional Reforms in the Martens 
XIII Government in 1988. (www.vlaamsparlement.be)  
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continue implementing this regionalisation in order to further expand the 
Belgian state structure into a federal state.1306 

 

In this speech, it was clear that something must be done, and the only option was 

to federalise Belgium. It had all started in 1970, and now it is time to move further 

towards a federal state. This was in line with the political party programme of the SP 

in 1991. 

In the speeches relayed above, politicians spoke as the voice of their party but on 

behalf of their voters. The speeches were, in many cases, very much in line with the 

party programmes of 1991. However, there were also some differences between 

politicians of the same political party family. It is remarkable that the French-

speaking Liberal politician’s attitudes towards the federalisation process differed 

radically from the attitudes found in the party programme of the Flemish-speaking 

Liberal party, PVV. The speeches also seemed to be quite dramatic, and strong 

words, like ‘apartheid,’ were used. The atmosphere was indeed tense. Perhaps the 

aim also was to stick in the minds of the voters. Nevertheless, it was visible that 

those politicians who defended federalisation presented it as an only tool for keeping 

Belgium peacefully together. On the other hand, the opponents regarded 

federalisation as an enemy which will lead towards deeper disintegration and even to 

the break-up of Belgium. In addition, the discussion revealed that the CVP was 

considered a very Flemish nationalist party, the goal of which was a more and more 

independent Flanders – almost like VU. It also became obvious that Flemish 

politicians, in generally, supported more the extending of autonomy than French-

speaking politicians. 

5.2.2 The Plenary session of 14 July 1988 

In the plenary session of 14 July 1988, an interesting debate took place concerning 

an occasion on the Day of Flemish Community, 11 July, a few days before the session. 

Deputy Prime Minister Hugo Schiltz (VU) had stated in his speech for the Day of 

 
1306 Het is ongetwijfeld juist zoals de heer Gol zegt dat de Belgische Staatsstructuur complex is. Dat is 
te wijten aan het ingewikkelde land waarin wij leven. De Vlaamse en de Waalse Gemeenschappen zijn 
ieder op zich in de loop van de jaren steeds meer bewust geworden van hun eigenheid en hun 
bezorgdheid is gegroeid om eigen accenten duidelijker in het beleid te kunnen leggen. Daarbij diende 
een precair evenwicht tussen beide Gemeenschappen te worden nagestreefd. Reeds sedert 1970 poogt 
men dat op gang te brengen. Thans bestaat ontegensprekelijk opnieuw de behoefte deze 
Gewestvorming verder door te voeren opdat de Belgische Staatstructuur verder tot een federale staat 
zou worden uitgebouwd.  
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Flemish Community that he was ‘no longer interest in Belgium or Wallonia.’ Even 

King Boudewijn reprimanded Schiltz about this comment, and Schiltz did later 

withdraw the remark publicly1307. This occasion was brought up in Parliament. 

As will be seen in the following sections, there was clear anxiety about the future 

of unitary Belgium. In the discussion, typical matters of nationalism, like language 

and Flemish national holiday, were also brought up. This discussion is a good 

example of the political climate at the time and how fragile it was by the end of the 

1980s. 

The discussion began with an interpellation1308 by Mr Charles Poswick1309 (PRL). 

In addition to Poswick, also 20 other politicians1310 took part in the discussion. Six 

of them represented the VU, four represented the SP, three the Flemish Liberal 

Party, and one the CVP. The topic was clearly very important to the VU. Mr Poswick 

began the discussion by stating, 
 
Consequently, I am on this rostrum, with the seriousness and gravity which 
the experience of seniority gives me, in order to denounce an unacceptable 
political statement, reprinted and published in the form of a provocative 
statement and likely to have serious consequences because its author is none 
other than one of the highest officials of your Government. Does any of 
your Deputy Prime Ministers, in fact, declare in public, and I quote the main 
point: ‘Wallonia, no more than Belgium, is no longer our problem.’1311 

 

Mr Sauwens (VU) commented on this: ‘He is right.’1312 Mr Poswick continued: 
 

 
1307 Van Goethem Herman (2010): Belgium and the Monarchy. From National Independence to 
National Disintegration. UPA, Brussels. p. 228. 
1308 Interpellation on the insulting remarks of the Vice-Prime Minister and Minister for the Budget, 
Hugo Schiltz, on the occasion of the Day of the Flemish Community of 11 July 1988.  
1309 Poswick was a MP from 1965 to 1991. He was also a Minister of Defense from 1966 to 1968 and 
again in the Martens III Government in 1980. (www.parlement-wallonie.be) 
1310 Johan Sauwens (Volksunie), Hugo Coveliers (Volksunie), Vic Anciaux (Volksunie), Jean Defraigne 
(PRL), Serge Kubla (PRL), Willy Cortois (PVV), Luk Vanhorenbeek (Volksunie), Hugo Schiltz 
(Volksunie), Vic Peuskens (SP), Filip Dewinter (Vlaams Blok), Jos Van Elewyck (SP), Nelly Maes 
(Volksunie), Georges Clerfayt (FDF/PPW), Herman De Croo (PVV), Francis Vermeiren (PVV), 
Henri Simons (Ecolo), Mieke Vogels (Agalev), Wilfried Martens (CVP), Louis Vanvelthoven (SP) and 
Pierre Chevalier (SP).  
1311 Dès lors, je suis à cette tribune, avec le sérieux et la gravité que l’expérience de l’ancienneté me 
donne, afin de dénoncer un propos politique inacceptable, repris et publié sous forme de déclaration 
provocante et susceptible d’entraîner de graves conséquences du fait que son auteur n’est autre qu’un 
des plus hauts responsables de votre Gouvernement. L’un de vos Vice-Premier Ministres ne vient-il 
pas en effet de déclarer en public, et je cite l’essentiel: ’La Wallonie, pas plus que la Belgique, n’est plus 
notre problème.’ 
1312 Hij heeft gelijk. 
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I believe, Prime Minister, to be the objective interpreter of the indignation 
of all reasonable citizens of this country, caring about the understanding 
between the Belgians. They have felt these statements as an insult, all the 
more serious because it will now be impossible for them to consider that the 
budget policy proposed by this Deputy Prime Minister may be inspired by 
concern for the national interest or equity between the regions.1313 
 
This Deputy Prime Minister has no place in a Government appointed by the 
King of all Belgians and whose programme is to serve Belgium, whereas the 
fate of this country no longer seems to concern the person concerned. For 
the words spoken on Sunday by the Deputy Prime Minister have a very clear 
meaning: today, the Flemings that he represents no longer have to deal with 
Wallonia, nor Belgium. In fact, it is a veritable proclamation of separatism 
[applause from the Vlaams Blok], and that is why the Deputy Prime Minister 
was obliged to declare, after his contact with the Prime Minister that he is 
not separatist. There would be no more than that!1314 
 
They are indicative of the true nature of the current government enterprise, 
the only purpose of which is to complete the hold-up on what is still united 
in the Belgian state, and this is the essential reason for the assistance that the 
Volksunie brings to it, the only purpose of which is to strike at what still 
constitutes the Belgian State, before organising its dismantling.1315 

 

Mr Coveliers (VU) brought up the issue of language again between these 

statements: ‘You do not yet know the language of 60% of Belgians!’1316 Mr Poswick 

continued: 
 

 
1313 Je crois, Monsieur le Premier Ministre, être l’interprète objectif de l’indignation de tous les citoyens 
raisonnables de ce pays, soucieux de l’entente entre les Belges. Ils ont ressenti ces déclarations comme 
une insulte, d’autant plus grave qu’il leur sera dorénavant impossible de considérer que la politique 
budgétaire proposée par ce Vice-Premier Ministre puisse être inspirée par le souci de l’intérêt national 
ou de l’équité entre les Regions. 
1314 Ce Vice-Premier Ministre n’a plus sa place au sein d’un Gouvernement nommé par le Roi de tous 
les Belges et qui a pour programme de servir la Belgique, alors que le sort de ce pays ne semble plus 
préoccuper l’intéressé. Car les propos tenus dimanche par ce Vice-Premier Ministre ont un sens très 
clair: aujourd’hui, les Flamands qu’il représente n’ont plus à s’occuper de la Wallonie, pas plus que de 
la Belgique. En fait, c’est une véritable proclamation de séparatisme (applaudissements du Vlaams 
Blok), et c’est la raison pour laquelle ce Vice-Premier Ministre s’est obligé de déclarer, après son contact 
avec le Premier Ministre, qu’il n’est pas séparatiste. Il ne manquerait plus que cela! 
1315 Ils sont révélateurs de la véritable nature de l’entreprise gouvernementale actuelle, celle-ci n’a 
comme but en vue que de parachever le hold-up sur ce qui reste encore uni dans l’Etat belge, et c’est 
la raison essentielle de l’assistance que lui apporte allégrement la Volksunie, qui n’a plus comme 
objectif, elle, que de porter des coups à ce qui constitue encore l’Etat belge, avant d’en organiser le 
démantèlement. 
1316 U kent de taal nog niet van 60% van de Belgen! 
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When a Member of Parliament, Deputy Prime Minister moreover, pretends 
to erase by forgetting, both the nation that he is supposed to represent and 
a region part of that same nation, he insults those who still have some idea 
of Belgium. At a time when the structures of the state are brutally modified, 
by transferring to the regions and communities more powers than they have 
in most federal states, the Walloons must worry about everything that is not 
yet legally decided.1317 

 

Mr Poswick ended his interpellation by noting, 
 
Belgium, even transformed by the federalism that you set up in haste, must 
remain strong, and if the necessary solidarity between its components is now 
undermined, it is following statements similar to the one we have just lived! 
. . . The penalty to be taken must, therefore, be commensurate with the 
gravity of the fault!1318 

 

The plenary session continued with a speech by Mr Victor Anciaux (VU). He 

stated, 
Mr Prime Minister . . . your reaction to the July 11 speech of Deputy Prime 
Minister Hugo Schiltz for us was surprisingly sharp and moreover totally 
unnecessary and unnecessarily hurtful. Your response was totally 
unnecessary, Mr Prime Minister, because the challenged sentence from the 
speech of the Deputy Prime Minister did not at all imply the meaning that 
was given to it. On the contrary. I would like to quote the context and 
sentence for this meeting: ‘The internationalisation is spreading and almost 
magical year of unification is rapidly approaching, which immediately forces 
us to give new meaning to the concept of being Flemish in this changing 
world. Wallonia is no longer our problem, Belgium either. Europe and the 
world, and how we face them as the Flemish community – that is the actual 
Flemish problem…’ Mr Prime Minister, moreover, this view — and I 
suppose, in the same context — was also discussed at your party’s own 

 
1317 Lorsqu’un Parlementaire, Vice-Premier Ministre de surcroît, prétend gommer en l’oubliant, et la 
Nation qu’il est censé représenter, et une Région partie de cette même Nation, il insulte ceux qui se 
font encore une certaine idée de la Belgique. Au moment où l’on modifie d’une manière brutale les 
structures de l’Etat, en transférant aux Régions et aux Communautés plus de pouvoirs qu’elles n’en 
ont dans la plupart des Etats fédéraux, les Wallons doivent s’inquiéter de tout ce qui n’est pas encore 
légalement décidé. 
1318 La Belgique, même transformée par la Fédéralisme que vous mettez en place dans la précipitation, 
doit rester forte, et si la nécessaire solidarité entre ses composantes est aujourd’hui mise à mal, c’est à 
la suite de déclarations analogues à celle que nous venons de vivre! . . . La sanction à prendre doit dès 
lors être à la mesure de la gravité de la faute! 



 

329 

conference; it was rendered in approximately the same words by the 
chairman of your party.1319 

 
There is more: to say that Wallonia and Belgium are no longer a problem for 
the Flemish people could just as easily be interpreted as a friendly, a friendly 
statement, as a certain sigh of relief, because conflict resolution would have 
removed the concerns after the new federalisation. This was also evident 
from the end of the statement made by Mr Schiltz, in which the 1992 
European challenge is presented as the main problem for Flanders. 
Colleagues, it is also striking that none of the Flemish newspapers noticed 
some dirt in the air.1320 

 

At this point, there was a protest from the members of the PRL. Mr Anciaux 

then noted, 
 
Mr President, Mr Prime Minister: totally unnecessary and unnecessarily 
hurtful. Unnecessarily offensive, Mr Prime Minister, as a majority party that 
behaves as a loyal partner and a loyal assistant to the implementation of the 
common drawn coalition, deserves appreciation rather than humiliation.1321 

 

In the speech, Mr Anciaux also commented, ‘Certainly today, 14 July, a public 

holiday of the French People’s Community, we ask ourselves why some members of 

the French community of this country can and may express themselves unhindered 

 
1319 Mijnheer de Eerste Minister . . . uw reactie op de 11 juli-toespraak van Vice-Premier Hugo Schiltz 
was voor ons verrassend scherp en bovendien totaal overbodig en onnodig kwetsend. Uw reactie was 
totaal overbodig, mijnheer Eerste Minister, omdat de gewraakte zin uit de toespraak van de Vice-
Premier helemaal niet de betekenis inhield die er aan gegeven werd. Integendeel zelfs. Ik wil de context 
en de zin even citeren voor deze vergadering: ’De internationalisering grijpt om zich heen en het bijna 
magische jaar van de ontgrenzing nadert met rasse schreden hetgeen ons meteen dwingt een nieuwe 
inhoud te geven aan het begrip Vlaming zijn in deze veranderende wereld. Wallonië is ons probleem 
niet meer België evenmin. Europa en de wereld en hoe wij daar als Vlaamse Gemeenschap tegenover 
staan, dat is het actuele Vlaamse probleem...’ Mijnheer de Eerste Minister, overigens werd deze visie – 
en ik veronderstel in dezelfde context – ook behandeld op het congres van uw eigen partij; zij werd 
ongeveer met dezelfde woorden door de voorzitter van uw partij weergegeven. 
1320 Er is meer: zeggen dat Wallonië en België geen probleem meer zijn voor de Vlamingen zou 
evengoed als een vriendelijke een vriendschappelijke verklaring, als een zekere zucht van verlichting 
kunnen worden geïnterpreteerd, omdat door het opruimen van conflicten de zorgen zouden 
weggenomen zijn na de nieuwe federalisering. Dit bleek trouwens uit het einde van de zie die de heer 
Schiltz heeft uitgesproken en waarin de Europese uitdaging van 1992 als het voornaamste probleem 
voor Vlaanderen wordt voorgesteld. Collega’s het is trouwens opvallend dat geen enkele  
Vlaamse krant enig vuiltje aan de lucht ontwaarde. 
1321 Mijnheer de Voorzitter, mijnheer de Eerste Minister: totaal overbodig en onnodig kwetsend. 
Onnodig kwetsend, mijnheer de Eerste Minister, omdat een meerderheidspartij die zich gedraagt als 
een trouwe partner en een loyaal medewerker aan de uitvoering van het gemeenschappelijk opgesteld 
regeerakkoord,waardering verdient in plaats van vernedering. 
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about and for their attachment to the French- speaking people.’1322 Among other 

politicians, Mr Cortois (PVV) commented in between these remarks: 
 
Mr President, Mr Prime Minister, ladies and gentlemen, for us too, the 
statement of Deputy Prime Minister Hugo Schiltz ‘Walloon is not our 
problem, nor is Belgium’ . . . at least a questionable statement by someone . 
. . who eagerly accepted, at the expense of many concessions, a portfolio of 
Belgian Vice-Premier and who is responsible for the budget of this 
country.1323 

 

Mr Filip Dewinter1324 (Vlaams Blok) also gave his opinion on the speech of the 

Deputy Prime Minister: 
 
We have admired the statement of Mr Schiltz. It was a separatist statement. 
It was an anti-Belgian statement. It was an incidental statement, a statement 
worthy of every Flemish nationalist, insofar as he still wants to continue 
calling himself a Flemish nationalist. (Twist conversations between the V.U. 
and the P.V.V) . . . Flemish nationalism does not stop with federalism, with 
what you call confederalism. Flemish nationalism does indeed stop at what 
we, the Flemish nationalists, call the separatism and the independence of 
Flanders.1325 

 

Ms Maes (VU) commented on this statement: ‘Mr Dewinter, you are going too 

far.’1326 However, Mr Dewinter continued: 
 
We were pleasantly surprised by the statement of Mr Schiltz. But our 
euphoria was very short-lived, unfortunately . . . The counter-argument Mr 
Schiltz disappointed us because it also led to what, in my view, was a very 
weak statement by the President of the Volksunie. He found it necessary to 

 
1322 Zeker vandaag, 14 juli, feestdag van de Franse Volksgemeenschap, stellen wij ons de vraag waarom 
sommige leden van de Franse Gemeenschap van dit land zich ongehinderd kunnen en mogen 
uitspreken over en voor hun gehechtheid aan het Franse volk. 
1323 Mijnheer de Voorzitter, mijnheer de Eerste Minister, geachte collega’s, ook voor ons is de uitspraak 
van Vice-Premier Schiltz ’Wallonië is ons probleem niet, België evenmin’…op zijn minst een 
bedenkelijke uitspraak van iemand… die gretig, ten koste van vele toegevingen, een portefeuille van 
Belgisch Vice-Premier heeft aanvaard en die verantwoordelijk is voor de begroting van dit land. 
1324 He was a MP from 1987-1995 and again from 2014 onwards. (www.vlaamsparlement.be)  
1325 Wij hebben de uitspraak van de heer Schiltz bewonderd. Het was een separatistische uitspraak. 
Het was een anti-Belgische uitspraak. Het was een incivieke uitspraak, een uitspraak iedere 
Vlaamsnationalist waardig, voor zover die zich nog Vlaamsnationalist wenst te blijven noemen. 
(Twistgesprekken tussen de V.U en de P.V.V)…Het Vlaamsnationalisme stopt niet bij het federalisme, 
bij wat u het confederalisme noemt. Het Vlaamsnationalisme stopt wel degelijk bij wat wij, 
Vlaamsnationalisten, het separatisme en de onafhandelijkheid van Vlaanderen noemen.  
1326 Mijnheer Dewinter, u gaat te ver. 
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save the posts of his Minister and his Secretary of State. He did this by 
declaring that Volksunie has always been a big opponent of separatism.1327 

 
Hugo Schiltz, Deputy Prime Minister, former President of the Volksunie, 
could have saved the face of the Volksunie. He could have done it by having 
resigned in line with the Flemish nationalism, and by withdrawing Volksunie 
— as nationalists — from the government. That was not done.1328 

 

Finally, he concluded, 
 
For the attention of Mr Schiltz, I would like to end with a verse from a poem 
by a Flemish nationalist, the anti-Belgian, the separatist Wies Moens, who 
said: ‘Better a wolf in the forest than a fat dog with a chain around the 
neck.’1329 

 

Mr Georges Clerfayt (FDF)1330 then added to the discussion: 

 
The F.D.F. has not have for a long time any illusions about the real 
intentions and objectives, whether avowed or hidden, of Flemish politicians. 
We have known for a long time that Flemish flamingants have nothing to 
do with Wallonia and Belgium. Only Flanders interests them and also the 
conquest of Brussels to make it the capital of Flanders.1331 Mr Schiltz’s 
statement is abnormal and shocking only to the extent that he is Deputy 
Prime Minister and where what he says is in contradiction with the 
Government’s programme. But a programme of Government is a 
transitional programme, for a few months or a few years at most.1332 

 
1327 Wij waren blij verrast met de uitspraak van de heer Schiltz. Onze euforie was echter van zeer korte 
duur, helaas…De logenstraffing van de heer Schiltz ontgoochelde ons te meer omdat zij ook leidde 
tot een mijns inziens zeer zwakke uitspraak van de Voorzitter van de Volksunie. Hij vond het nodig 
de postjes van zijn minister en zijn staatssecretaris te redden. Hij deed dit door te verklaren dat de 
Volksunie altijd al een groot tegenstander is geweest van het separatisme. 
1328 Hugo Schiltz, Vice-Premier, oud Voorzitter van de Volksunie, had het gezicht van de Volksunie 
kunnen redden. Hij had het kunnen doen indien hij, consequent aan het Vlaams nationalisme en aan 
zijn ideeëngoed, ontslag had gegeven en indien de Volksunie zich – als nationalisten – uit deze 
Regering had teruggetrokken. Dat werd evenwel niet gedaan. 
1329 Ter attentie van de heer Schiltz zou ik willen eindigen met een vers uit een gedicht van een Vlaams 
nationalist, de anti-Belgicist, de separatist Wies Moens die zei: Liever wolf in het bos dan vette hond 
de keten rond de hals. 
1330 Fédéralistes Démocrates Francophones. 
1331 Protests on the Banks of the VU. 
1332 Il y a longtemps que le F.D.F. n’a plus d’illusions sur les intentions et les objectifs véritables, avoués 
ou cachés, des politiciens flamands. Il y a longtemps que nous savons que la Flandre flamingante n’a 
que faire de la Wallonie et de la Belgique. Seule la Flandre les intéresse et aussi la conquête de Bruxelles 
pour en faire la capitale de la Flandre. (Protestations sur les bancs de la V.U.) La déclaration de M. Schiltz 
n’est anormale et choquante que dans la mesure où il est vice-premier ministre et où ce qu’il dit est en 
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Unitarism is responsible for the fact that this country is paralysed because it 
is the francophone unitarists, objective allies of the flamingants, who are the 
real gravediggers of this paralysed country.1333 

 

Finally, he concluded, 
 
If there is a threat of separatism today, it is also thanks to these unitarians 
because this danger would not exist if, for 20 years, the necessary federal 
reform had been carried out, in time and in order, which was never the case, 
for continuation of the objective alliance of unitarists and flamingants, which 
had the effect of blocking everything. In conclusion, we consider that Mr 
Schiltz, as Minister, was wrong to be too honest and that Mr Martens, by his 
declaration, did not in any way settle the incident in a valid way. After the 
intervention of Mr Anciaux, we believe that this Government is deeply 
divided. Either the minister is leaving, or the whole government is leaving. 
That said, it is irresponsible to try to make believe that a unitary Belgium is 
still possible or that flaming Flanders could be different from what it is. It is 
better to face reality and adapt one’s attitude and policy accordingly.1334 

 

Mr Simons (Ecolo) took the floor next. He stated, 
 
The statements of the Deputy Prime Minister Mr Schiltz, are serious, and 
yet, I am neither unitarian, nor flamingant, nor wallingant. They lead to the 
following question: who is the Minister of the Budget in this Government 
for the francophones of this country if your interest in us has become non-
existent? You have no more interest in the Walloons. You must not have 

 
contradiction avec le programme du Gouvernement. Mais un programme de Gouvernement c’est un 
programme transitoire, pour quelques mois ou quelques années au plus. 
1333 L’unitarisme est responsable du fait que ce pays est paralysé car ce sont les unitaristes 
francophones, alliés objectifs des flamingants, qui sont les vrais fossoyeurs de ce pays paralysé. 
1334 S’il y a menace de séparatisme aujourd’hui, c’est également grâce à ces unitaristes-là car ce danger 
n’existerait pas si, depuis 20 ans, on avait réellement réalisé la réforme fédérale indispensable, à temps 
et dans l’ordre, ce qui n’a jamais été le cas par suite de l’alliance objective des unitaristes et des 
flamingants, qui a eu pour effet de tout bloquer. En conclusion, nous estimons que M. Schiltz, en tant 
que Ministre, a eu tort d’être trop honnête et que M. Martens, par sa déclaration, n’a nullement réglé 
l’incident d’une manière valable. Après l’intervention de M. Anciaux, nous estimons donc que ce 
Gouvernement est profondément divisé. Ou bien un ministre s’en va, ou bien c’est le Gouvernement 
tout entier qui s’en va. Ceci dit, il est irresponsable d’essayer de faire croire qu’une Belgique unitaire 
soit encore possible ou que la Flandre flamingante pourrait être différente de ce qu’elle est. Mieux vaut 
voir la réalité en face et adapter son attitude et sa politique en conséquence. 
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much for the people of Brussels. Who is the budget minister? We can choose 
another one.1335 

 

Mr Schiltz responded to these questions with ‘Have you read my text?’1336 to 

which Mr Simons replied, ‘I read it, and I heard the explanation. I have read it in 

Dutch. Mr Anciaux has just repeated it in Dutch! We all listened!’1337 Ms Maes then 

commented, ‘Did you understand?’1338 Mr Simons answers, again highlighting the 

issue of language, ‘Yes, I understand Dutch also! You thought otherwise!’1339 

Finally, Premier Minister Wilfried Martens (CVP1340) took the floor: 
 
My right and also my duty was to ask Vice-Premier Schiltz where the scope 
of his 11 July speech was. The Deputy Prime Minister has confirmed that he 
renounces all forms of separatism. This sentence ‘Wallonia is not our 
problem any more than Belgium’ is withdrawn. He also confirmed that he 
would like to cooperate fully with the three objectives set out in the 
Government’s statement on State reform, namely: better understanding 
between our communities and our regions, a great efficiency in the 
formation of decisions and the guarantee of a better functioning of the 
central State.1341 
 
The Deputy Prime Minister has confirmed that he rejects any form of 
separatism and wants to cooperate fully in the realisation of the state reform 
as included in the government declaration. In that respect, as far as I am 
concerned… the incident is closed.1342 

 
1335 Les déclarations du Vice-Premier Ministre, M. Schiltz, sont graves, et cependant, je ne suis ni 
unitariste, ni flamingant, ni wallingant. Elles amènent à poser la question suivante: qui donc est ministre 
du Budget dans ce Gouvernement pour les Francophones de ce pays, si votre intérêt pour nous est 
devenu inexistant? Vous n’avez plus d’intérêt pour les Wallons. Vous ne devez pas en avoir beaucoup 
pour les Bruxellois. Qui est ministre du budget? On peut en choisir un autre. 
1336 Avez-vous lu mon texte? 
1337 Je l’ai lu et j’ai entendu explication. Ik heb hem gelezen en in het Nederlands. M. Anciaux vient de 
le redire en néerlandais! On a tous écouté! 
1338 Hebt gij het verstaan? 
1339 Ja, ik versta Nederlands ook! Vous le saviez d’ailleurs! 
1340 Later CD&V. 
1341 Mijn recht en ook mijn plicht was aan Vice-Premier Schiltz te vragen wa de draagwijdte was van 
zijn 11 juli-toespraak. Le Vice-Premier Ministre a confirmé qu’il renie toute forme de séparatisme. 
Cette phrase ‘La Wallonie n’est pas notre problème, pas plus que la Belgique’ est retirée. Il a aussi 
confirmé qu’il veut prêter son entière collaboration à la réalisation des trois objectifs qui sont repris 
dans la déclaration du Gouvernement en ce qui concerne la réforme de l’Etat, à savoir : une meilleure 
compréhension entre nos communautés et nos régions, une grande efficacité dans la formation des 
décisions et la garantie d’un meilleur fonctionnement de l’Etat central. 
1342 De Vice-Eerste Minister heeft bevestigd dat hij elke vorm van separatisme afwijst en ten volle wil 
meewerken aan de realisatie van de staatshervorming zoals die in de regeringsverklaring werd 
opgenomen. In dat opzicht is, wat mij betreft… het incident gesloten. 
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The discussion is a good example of the political situation in Belgium at the end 

of 1980s. As can be seen in the speeches discussed, the French-speaking side was 

very sensitive about the way in which Flemish politicians spoke about Belgium. 

Naturally, this topic was much more sensitive because the politician in question was 

also the Deputy Prime Minister. Perhaps, there was an obvious fear about the future. 

In addition, as was seen here, language again emerged as an issue. 

5.3 Discussion Held in the Federal Parliament in 2013 

 Belgium became a fully-fledged federal state in 1993. However, the federalisation 

process did not end there. On the contrary, it gained new momentum. The fifth state 

reform took place in June 2001 when a mini-reform further extended federalisation. 

After the 2007 federal election, Belgium drifted into one political crisis after 

another.1343 Finally, after the government collapsed over a disagreement over the 

BHV issue, new federal elections took place in June 2010.1344 After these federal 

elections, the government formation was again extremely difficult. Long negotiations 

resulted in the so-called Butterfly Agreement1345 of the sixth, most recent state 

reform on 11 October 2011. It i.a. transferred more powers to the regions and 

reduced the powers of the Senate.1346 

In the following sections, I analyse the discussion held in Parliament on 10 July 

2013, a year before the federal elections and less than two years after the sixth state 

reform, the Butterfly Agreement. As mentioned previously, in 2013, the Belgian 

government was formed by French-speaking Elio Di Rupo (PS) as a prime minister, 

who succeeded in forming a six-party coalition, comprising the two Socialist parties, 

the two Liberal parties, and what were once the two Christian Democratic parties. 

 
1343 See also section 3.2.5 Belgium in the middle of political crisis from 2007 to 2011. 
1344 Humes Samuel (2014): Belgium. Long United, Long Divided. C. Hurst & Co, London. pp. 214-
216. 

1345 See section 3.2.4 The fifth and sixth state reforms extend federalism. 
1346 Goossens Jurgen and Cannoot Pieter (2015): Belgian Federalism after the sixth State Reform, In 
Perspectives on Federalism, Vol. 7, issue 2.  www.belconlawblog.com. 
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5.3.1 The Plenary session of 10 July 2013 

The plenary session of 10 July 2013 focused on the sixth state reform. There was a 

lively debate between different politicians about the new state reform. Altogether 

seven politicians,1347 Prime Minister Di Rupo, and two secretaries of state1348 took 

part in the discussion. 

Ms Karin Temmerman1349 (sp.a1350) began the discussion: 
 
Eight parties — and I would like to thank you, Green and Ecolo, and express 
thanks for the sincere cooperation — thus put an end to the institutional 
difficulties our country has been captive to such an extent that it has 
prevented it from solving real problems and much more urgent 
problems.1351 
 
Colleagues, that is now over. Let it be clear that the state reform is not about 
symbols. It allows the federated states and the Federal State to solve 
problems of the future better and more efficiently.1352 

 

Ms Temmerman continued, speaking on behalf of the sp.a: 
 
Our group has chosen to support this state reform rather than spreading 
hateful comments from lazy armchairs. The sp.a. has chosen to participate 
in the search for solutions instead of leaving the negotiating table as soon as 
the first pitfalls appear. The sp.a wants to reform and modernise this country 
instead of blocking its functioning.1353 

 
1347 Karin Temmerman (SP.a.), Isabelle Emmery (PS), Barbara Pas (VB), Muriel Gerkens (Ecolo-
Groen), Stefaan Van Hecke (Ecolo-Groen), Ben Weyts (N-VA), Jan Jambon (N-VA), Willem-Frederik 
Schiltz (Open Vld), Elio Di Rupo, Prime Minister (PS), Servais Verherstraeten, Secretary of State 
(CD&V) and Melchior Wathelet, Secretary of State (CdH). 
1348 Verherstraeten and Wathelet. 
1349 She became a MP after 2010 federal elections. (www.s-p-a.be) 
1350 Flemish socialist party.  
1351 Acht partijen – en ik wil hierbij Groen en Ecolo uitdrukkelijk danken voor de loyale medewerking 
– maken een einde aan de institutionele problemen die ons land zolang hebben gegijzeld, problemen 
die maakten dat de echte problemen waarmee ons land te kampen heeft, niet echt konden worden 
aangepakt, problemen die eigenlijk veel dringender waren.  
1352 Collega’s, dat is nu voorbij. Laat het duidelijk zijn dat de staatshervorming niet over symbolen gaat. 
Ze laat de deelstaten en de federale Staat toe te problemen van de toekomst beter en efficiënter op te 
lossen.  
1353 Onze fractie heeft voluit gekozen om haar schouders onder de staatshervorming te zetten. Wij 
hebben ervoor gekozen te werken aan oplossingen in plaats van constant zure commentaren te geven 
vanuit een luie zetel. Wij hebben ervoor gekozen om mee te werken aan oplossingen, om onze 
schouders te zetten onder de onderhandelingen, om steeds weer te trekken en te sleuren in plaats van 
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She ends her speech by noting, 
 
It took sweat and tears. No blood has been spilled this time, Prime Minister, 
and the result is there. Actions rather than words. Prime Minister, what is 
the further timing for the sixth state reform? When can we start the 
discussions in this hemisphere? When can we put the sixth state reform into 
practice?1354 

 

After Ms Temmerman spoke on behalf of the government party, sp.a, another 

Socialist, Ms Isabelle Emmery (PS),1355 took the floor. She stated, ‘After twenty-one 

months of intensive work and the vote of a first package concerning the split of the 

BHV borough, the political agreement of October 2011 is ready to be translated into 

texts.’1356 She continued on behalf of the PS: 
 
I like to recall that the Socialist Party participated in all six state reforms and 
that our party is also at the origin of the creation of the regions.1357 

 
We have always supported a strong federal state, with strong regions, with 
the means to develop them. In these new packages, there is talk of transfers 
of skills up to 20 billion but also the development of a new Finance Act that 
represents no less than 12 billion in tax autonomy.1358 

 

She then emphasised how strong a united Belgium is: ‘Tomorrow, the centre of 

gravity of our country will be moved to our three regions, maintaining a strong 

 
de onderhandelingstafel te verlaten bij de eerste moelijkheden. Wij hebben ervoor gekozen om ons 
land mee te helpen hervormen en moderniseren in plaats van voortdurend te blokkeren.  
1354 Het heeft zweet en tranen gekost. Er is deze keer geen bloed gevloeid, mijnheer de eerste minister, 
en het resultaat is er. Geen woorden, maar daden. Mijnheer de eerste minister, wat is de verdere timing 
voor de zesde staatshervorming? Wanneer kunnen wij de besprekingen in het halfrond aanvatten? 
Wanneer zullen wij de zesde staatshervorming in de praktijk kunnen brengen? 
1355 French-speaking socialist party. 
1356 Aprés vingt et un mois de labeur intensif et le vote d'un premier paquet concernant la scission de 
l'arrondissement de Bruxelles-Halle-Vilvorde, l'accord politique d'octobre 2011 est prêt à être traduit 
en textes.  
1357 J'aime à rappeler que le Parti Socialiste a participé à l'ensemble des six réformes de l'État et que 
notre parti est également à l'origine de la création des Régions.  
1358 Nous avons toujours soutenu un État fédéral fort, avec des Régions fortes, ayant les moyens de 
leur développement. Dans ces nouveaux paquets, il est question de transferts de compétences à 
concurrence de 20 milliards mais aussi de l'élaboration d'une nouvelle loi de financement qui 
représente pas moins de 12 milliards d'autonomie fiscale. 
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federal power. The redesigned Belgium will be unitary, strong and more efficient.’1359 

This idea was straight out of the political party programmes of the sp.a. Everything 

was done for Belgium and the regions. In this regard, unitary Belgium was very 

important whether the Socialist politician was Flemish- or French-speaking. Strong 

regional level and strong federal level – a strong federal state – was at the core. 

Ms Emmery continued with the voice of the PS: 
 
For our party, it is important to underline that the Brussels Region is 
recognised as a fully-fledged region, with a guaranteed refinancing. But it is 
not only the Brussels Region that is gaining in this reform. All regions are 
concerned and strengthened! Tomorrow, they will have in hand the most 
powerful tools to meet the concerns of their citizens.1360 

 

Ms Emmery concluded by asking, ‘Prime Minister, Secretary of State, what is the 

timing for this beautiful and great state reform?’1361 

After these two socialist politicians, Ms Barbara Pas1362 (VB)1363 added to the 

discussion: 
 
Minister, forgive me not to participating in the enthusiasm of the state 
reform. Indeed, it only transfers some partial powers, continuing the process 
of scattering. Moreover, the essential levers remain in the hands of the 
federal government. The granted fiscal autonomy is only superficial. We 
cannot talk about the true fiscal autonomy. It is a bit of ‘semblance 
autonomy’ – ‘schijnautonomie’.1364 
 
Flanders pays the competences. Already in 2014, Flanders will cough up at 
least EUR 150 million and in 2015–2016 it will even come to more than 1.3 
billion euros. I wonder how the N-VA’s Flemish Minister of Budget Muyters 

 
1359 Demain, le centre de gravité de notre pays sera déplacé vers nos trois Régions, en maintenant un 
pouvoir fédéral solide. La Belgique ainsi redessinée sera unitaire, forte et plus efficace.  
1360 Pour notre parti, il est important de souligner que la Région bruxelloise est reconnue comme une 
Région à part entière, avec un refinancement garanti. Mais il n'y a pas que la Région bruxelloise qui 
gagne dans cette réforme. Toutes les Régions sont concernées et renforcées! Demain, elles auront en 
main les outils plus performants pour répondre aux préoccupations de leurs citoyens.  
1361 Monsieur le premier ministre, messieurs les secrétaires d'État, quel est le timing prévu pour cette 
belle et grande réforme de l'État?  
1362 Pas has been Member of Parliament since 28th June 2007 and is the Vice President of Vlaams 
Belang. (www.barbarapas.be) 
1363 Vlaams Belang is Flemish-nationalistic political party.  
1364 Mijnheer de minister, vergeef mij dat ik het enthousiasme over de staatshervorming, het zoveelste 
euforisch bericht, niet deel. Er worden enkel onderdelen van bevoegdheden overgeheveld. Ze leidt 
alleen maar tot meer versnippering en de essentiële hefbomen blijven op federaal niveau. Van een 
echte fiscale autonomie kan men niet echt spreken. Het is een beetje een schijnautonomie. 
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will integrate this in the 2014 budget. Have you, Prime Minister, already 
received a reply from Minister Muyters on whether he will do so?1365 

 

She finished by bringing up the national holiday of Flanders: 
 
Prime Minister, I have questioned the timing of your ‘cheers 
communication’ on the agreement. You were doing it a long time, and I 
doubt it’s a coincidence that this comes out precisely now, with much fanfare 
and topped with tricolour sauce. Do you do that deliberately on the eve of 
11 July, the Flemish national holiday? Either you do it to offend the Flemings 
a little more, or you shamelessly abused 11 July to pretend the sixth state 
reform is indeed a Flemish victory, which it obviously is not. I wonder, Mr 
Prime Minister, what is the exact reason.1366 

 

The Flemish National holiday was a nationalistic matter. The main issue was the 

discrimination of Flanders at the expense of the other regions, Brussels and 

Wallonia. 

Mr Ben Weyts1367 (N-VA) also participated in the discussion on sixth state 

reform. He continued along the same line as Mrs Pas. Mr Weyts began by noting, 
 
Mr President, we’ve got good news so far, but the dust shall settle. We may 
see the texts again someday, but based on what we know now, Mr Di Rupo, 
I must congratulate you in advance, because you have again showed that you 
are an excellent advocate for Wallonia and the French speakers. Once again, 
the bill will be paid by those who undertake, work, save and invest. Once 
again, the Flemings will pay.1368 

 
1365 Vlaanderen betaalt de bevoegdheden. Reeds in 2014 zal Vlaanderen minstens 150 miljoen euro 
ophoesten en in 2015-2016 gaat het zelfs om meer dan 1,3 miljard euro. Ik vraag mij af hoe N-VA-
begrotingsminister Muyters dat zal inpassen in zijn begroting 2014. Hebt u, mijnheer de premier, al 
een antwoord gekregen van minister Muyters op de vraag of hij dat zal doen? 
1366Mijnheer de premier, ik heb vragen bij de timing van uw hoeracommunicatie over het akkoord. U 
was er al heel lang mee bezig en ik betwijfel dat het toeval is dat u hiermee uitgerekend nu, met veel 
poeha en overgoten met het tricolore sausje, naar buiten komt. Doet u dat bewust op de vooravond 
van 11 juli, de Vlaamse nationale feestdag? Ofwel doet u dat om de Vlamingen nog wat extra te 
beledigen, ofwel wordt 11 juli schaamteloos misbruikt om te doen alsof de zesde staatshervorming wel 
degelijk een Vlaamse overwinning is, wat ze uiteraard niet is. Ik vraag mij af, mijnheer de premier, wat 
de precieze reden is.  
1367 Weyts was a MP from 2008 to 2014 and a vice-president of N-VA party from 2011 to 2015. 
(www.n-va.be, www.benweyts.be)  
1368 Mijnheer de voorzitter, wij hebben tot nu toe een goednieuwsshow gekregen, maar het stof zal wel 
neerdwarrelen. De teksten zullen wij misschien ooit nog wel te zien krijgen, maar op basis van wat wij 
nu weten, mijnheer Di Rupo, moet ik u alvast feliciteren, want u hebt zich opnieuw een uitstekend 
belangenverdediger van Wallonië en de Franstaligen getoond. Net als altijd bij de begroting wordt de 

http://www.n-va.be/


 

339 

 
We already knew that the review of the Special Finance Act would eventually 
lead to a billion transfer from Flanders to Brussel and Wallonia…Today, we 
receive fiscal autonomy like the municipalities have and more transfers. 
Flanders will, therefore, have to save money.1369 
 
This is 1.5 billion euros for 2014–2016. Flanders will have to realise what 
you do not dare, cannot or will not do. Your speciality is taxing instead of 
saving…If it is unclear, it is the Flemings who will get a bill of billions.1370 

 

Finally, Mr Weyts concludes by referring to the historical position of the Flemish 

people: ‘I, like other colleagues, have a question about the timing. Mr Di Rupo, when 

does it end? When will the passing on of the invoices to the Flemings and the 

excessive burdening of the Flemings stop? When will it end?’1371 

This speech was understandably critical towards the government: the N-VA was 

a big winner in the 2010 federal elections but was still relegated to the opposition. It 

also highlights the position of the Flemish people once again. In its party programme 

of 2010, the N-VA concentrated on what was the most important for all Belgians, 

although the main idea was the transition to a confederal model. But in 2013, the 

new federal elections were due to take place the following year. Therefore, as can be 

seen in this speech, the politicians of Flemish opposition parties used strong words 

and shared pointed views. In addition, the new state reform was not as big a step 

towards confederalism as the N-VA would have wanted. 

After this Mr Weyts’ critical speech, the Liberal politician Mr Willem-Frederik 

Schiltz1372 (Open VLD1373) took the floor. He started by stating, 
 

 
factuur betaald door iedereen die onderneemt, werkt, spaart en investeert. Wij weten waar zij vooral 
wonen. Ook nu weer wordt de factuur naar de Vlamingen doorgeschoven.  
1369 Wij wisten al dat de herziening van de bijzondere financieringswet op termijn opnieuw aanleiding 
zou geven tot een miljardentransfer van Vlaanderen naar Brussel en Wallonië… Nu krijgen wij een 
fiscale autonomie zoals de gemeenten die hebben en krijgen wij meer transfers. Vlaanderen zal 
daardoor moeten besparen.  
1370 Voor de periode 2014-2016 gaat het over een opgelegde besparing van 1,5 miljard euro. Vlaanderen 
zal moeten doen wat u niet durft, kunt of wil. Uw specialiteit is belasten in plaats van besparen… 
Mocht het u onduidelijk zijn, het zijn de Vlamingen die een miljardenfactuur krijgen toegeschoven.  
1371 Ik heb, net zoals de andere collega’s, een vraag over de timing. Mijnheer Di Rupo, wanneer houdt 
het op? Wanneer houden het doorschuiven van de facturen naar de Vlamingen en het overmatig 
belasten van de Vlamingen op? Wanneer houdt het op?  
1372 He was a MP from 2007 to 2014. As the results of Regional elections of May2014 he moved to 
Flemish parliament. (www.vlaamsparlement.be, www.wfschiltz.be)  
1373 Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats.  

http://www.vlaamsparlement.be/
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…the federal government can no longer play Santa Claus for the federated 
states. The federated states will have a bigger budget than the federal 
government from next year. Saying that the savings are inhumane and 
intolerable is absolutely incorrect.1374 

 
Colleagues, it is not just the federal government that must tighten their belts 
in this country. The Finance Act also takes into account for future 
challenges, notably the ageing. Flemings, Walloons and Brussels are also 
Belgian; their pension costs cannot be borne by the federal government 
alone.1375 

 

Finally, he asked, 
 
Prime Minister, my questions are obvious; they are in line with those of my 
colleagues. What will the next steps be? The date, 1 July 2014, I am pleased 
with, but it seems very ambitious. Do you expect that all texts will be 
approved by Parliament in the autumn? When will we know the exact impact 
on the budget for the coming years? Finally, what consultation you plan to 
do with the federated entities to ensure that the implementation of this sixth 
reform runs smoothly in the right direction?1376 

 

It seems that, for the Open VLD, the state reform was a good step in the right 

direction. As it declared in its 2010 party programme, it supported confederalism 

and extended autonomy but not an independent Flanders. As in the party 

programme, Mr Schiltz of the Open VLD emphasised all of Belgium – and all levels, 

also federal level – in his speech. 

The discussion proceeded with a speech by Prime Minister Elio Di Rupo.1377 Mr 

Di Rupo started his speech by stating, ‘Mr President, ladies and gentlemen, the 

 
1374 …..Kan de federale regering niet langer sinterklaas spelen voor de deelstaten. De deelstaten zullen 
vanaf volgend jaar een groter budget hebben dan de federale Staat. Zeggen dat de besparingen 
onmenselijk en ondraaglijk zijn, is pertinent onjuist. 
1375 Collega’s, het is niet alleen de federale overheid die in dit land de buikriem moet aanhalen. De 
financieringswet houdt tevens rekening met de uitdagingen voor te toekomst, met name de 
veroudering. Vlamingen, Brusselaars en Walen zijn ook Belgien; hun pensioenlasten kunnen niet alleen 
door de federale overheid worden gedragen.  
1376 Mijnheer de eerste minister, mijn vragen zijn evident. Zij sluiten aan bij die van de collega’s. Wat 
zullen de volgende stappen zijn? De datum van inwerkingtreding, 1 juli 2014, verheugt mij maar lijkt 
mij zeer ambitieus. Verwacht u dat alle texten hiervoor in het najaar door het Parlement zullen kunnen 
worden goedkegeurd? Wanneer kennen wij de precieze impact op de begroting voor de komende 
jaren? Tot slot, welk overleg plant u met de deelstaten om de uitvoering van deze staatshervorming in 
goede banen te leiden? 
1377 Di Rupo was the one, who after 541 days, following the 13 June 2010 election, succeeded in 
forming a six-party coalition comprising of the two Socialist parties, the two Liberal parties and two 
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decision taken yesterday by the leaders of the eight political parties — CD&V, Open 

VLD, sp.a, Groen, PS, MR, cdH and Ecolo — is a fundamental step for all citizens 

of our country.’1378 By this starting phrase, Mr Di Rupo wanted to make it clear that 

this decision was good for all Belgians — not only Walloons or Flemish people. He 

continued in Dutch: 
 
With this agreement, we are taking a new, decisive step in the concrete 
implementation of the sixth state reform, which shifts the centre of gravity 
from the federal government to the regions and communities in our country. 
It is a constitutional reform that gives the federated states the means and 
instruments, enabling them to carry out tailored policies for the benefit of 
their citizens and businesses. It is a constitutional reform which modernises 
our country and makes the federal government more compact and more 
efficient.1379 

 

Mr Di Rupo then continued in French: 
 
Firstly, as from 1 July 2014, the communities will be competent to take 
measures to support persons throughout their life, from their childhood to 
their greatest age; for example, in respect of family allowances, health care 
or nursing homes. As for the regions, they will have most of the levers in 
employment; For example, they can influence the cost of labour by taking 
into account their own economic realities.1380 

 
I would like to emphasise that one of the great demands was to enable the 
regions, with their power, their present economic capacity, to have 

 
Christian Democratic parties. [Humes, Samuel (2014): Belgium. Long United, Long Divided. C.Hurst 
&Co, London. p. 218.] 
1378 Monsieur le président, chers collègues, avec la décision prise hier par les responsables des huit 
formations politiques – CD&V, Open Vld, SP.a, Groen, PS, MR, cdH et Ecolo -, une étape 
fondamentale est franchie pour tous les citoyens de notre pays.  
1379 Met het akkoord zetten wij een nieuwe, beslissende stap in de concrete uitvoering van de zesde 
staatshervorming, die het zwaartepunt in ons land van de federale Staat naar de Gewesten en 
Gemeenschappen verlegt. Het gaat om een staatshervorming die de deelstaten de middelen en 
instrumenten geeft om voor hun burgers en bedrijven een beleid op maat te voeren. Het betreft een 
staatshervorming die ons land moderniseert en de federale Staat compacter en efficiënter maakt. 
1380 D’abord, à partir du 1er juillet 2014, les Communautés seront compétentes pour prendre des 
mesures de soutien aux personnes tout au long de leur vie, de leur enfance á leur plus grand âge; par 
exemple, en matière d’allocations familiales, de soins de santé ou de maisons de repos. Quant aux 
Régions, elles disposeront de la plupart des leviers en matière d’emploi; par exemple, elles pourront 
agir sur le coût du travail en tenant compte de leurs propres réalités économiques.  
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additional powers to specifically embrace the socioeconomic realities which, 
as everyone knows, are different in Flanders, Brussels and Wallonia.1381 

 

Mr Di Rupo defended the new state reform intensely: 
 
In addition, the new Special Finance Act will also enter into force. This 
Special Finance Act is the backbone of the financing of the various entities 
of our country. This new law provides for a transfer from the federal to the 
regions and communities of more than 20 billion euros, which are associated 
with the transferred powers. In addition, the regions will gain additional tax 
autonomy of 12 billion euros. These are therefore new levers of action for 
an amount of some 32 billion euros which are thus transferred to the regions 
and communities. This new Finance Act also provides for a fairer funding 
of the Brussels Region…1382 

 

Prime Minister Di Rupo changed languages once again and continued in Dutch: 
 
Dear colleagues, the commitments that we have in the European Union 
obligations bind all entities of our country, the federal level, regions, 
communities, municipalities, provinces, OCMW1383 and the police.1384 

 
Therefore, the new Finance Act also provides for a balanced contribution 
of the different entities to the further consolidation of our public finances 
and the increasing costs of ageing. This is a sign of a mature federalism, a 
federalism in which everyone takes responsibility.1385 

 
1381 J’insiste sur ce point: une des grandes demandes était de permettre aux Régions, avec leur pouvoir, 
leur capacité actuelle sur le plan économique, de disposer de compétences additionnelles pour épouser 
d’une manière spècifique les réalités socioéconomiques qui, chacun le sait, sont différentes en Flandre, 
à Bruxelles et en Wallonie.  
1382 Par ailleurs, la nouvelle loi spéciale de financement entrera aussi en vigueur. Cette loi spéciale de 
financement constitue la colonne vertébrale du financement des différentes entités de notre pays. Cette 
nouvelle loi prévoit un transfert du fédéral vers les Régions et Communautés de plus de 20 milliards 
d'euros, qui sont associés aux compétences transférées. En plus, les Régions acquerront une autonomie 
fiscale supplémentaire de 12 milliards d'euros. Ce sont donc de nouveaux leviers d'action pour un 
montant de quelque 32 milliards d'euros qui sont ainsi transférés aux Régions et Communautés. Cette 
nouvelle loi de financement prévoit également un plus juste financement de la Région bruxelloise... 

1383 Openbaar Centrum Voor Maatschappelijk Weljin/Public Centre for Social Welfare.  
1384 Beste collega’s, de verplichtingen die wij hebben tegenover de Europese Unie zijn verplichtingen 
die alle entiteiten van ons land binden, het federaal niveau, de Gewesten, de Gemeenschappen, de 
gemeenten, de provincies, de OCMW’s en de politiezones. 
1385 Daarom voorziet de nieuwe financieringswet eveneens in een evenwichtige bijdrage van de 
verschillende entiteiten aan de verdere sanering van onze publieke financiën en aan de toenemende 
kosten van de vergrijzing. Dit is een teken van een volwassen federalisme, een federalisme waarin 
iedereen zijn verantwoordelijkheid neemt.  
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He continued again in French, stating, ‘To this must be added the reforms linked 

to the political renewal, the reform of the Senate and of course the solution for 

BHV.’1386 Then, in Dutch, he noted, 
 
Colleagues, we are not guided by defeatism. Despite all the difficulties we 
have always remained constructive. We always stand on the side of the 
solutions, solutions for our citizens and our businesses in Wallonia, Brussels 
and Flanders. Tomorrow is 11 July, the Day of Flemish Community and the 
Flemish Region. Who would have thought, a few years ago, that on 11 July 
2013, a final solution to the BHV question would be found, that the 
federated states would obtain a supplementary fiscal autonomy of 12 billion 
euros, that advanced responsibility for the regions and communities would 
be inserted in the new Finance Act and that Flanders would have the major 
socioeconomic levers to pursue a policy tailored to the citizens and 
businesses? The sixth state reform thus ensures a stronger Wallonia, a 
stronger Brussels and a stronger Flanders in a stronger Belgium with 
international appeal. Hereby I sincerely want to wish all the Flemings a good 
holiday.1387 

 

The plenary session then continued with a speech by State Secretary Servais 

Verherstraeten (CD&V). He referred to previous comments on ‘schijnautonomie.’1388  
 
Semblance autonomy is spoken, as if nearly 12 billion euros fiscal autonomy, 
i.e. more than 25% of personal income, is fake. Semblance of autonomy is 
spoken as if one-fourth of the personal taxation of our families is semblance. 
They think differently.1389 

 
1386 Á cela s’ajoutent les réformes liées au renouveau politique, la réforme du Sénat et bien sûr la 
solution pour BHV.  
1387 Collega’s, wij hebben ons niet laten leiden door defaitisme. Ondanks alle moeilijkheden zijn wij 
altijd constructief gebleven. Wij zijn steeds aan de kant van de oplossingen blijven staan, oplossingen 
voor onze burgers en voor onze ondernemingen in Wallonië, Brussel en Vlaanderen. Morgen is het 
11 juli, de Vlaamse feestdag. Wie had enkele jaren geleden kunnen denken dat er op 11 juli 2013 een 
definitieve oplossing voor BHV zou zijn, dat de deelstaten een enorme bijkomende fiscale autonomie 
van 12 miljard euro zouden krijgen, dat een verregaande responsabilisering van de Gewesten en de 
Gemeenschappen zou zijn ingebouwd in een nieuwe financieringswet en dat Vlaanderen over de 
belangrijkste socio-economische hefbomen zou beschikken om een beleid op maat van de burgers en 
de bedrijven te voeren? De zesde staatshervorming zorgt dus voor een sterker Wallonië, een sterker 
Brussel en een sterker Vlaanderen in een sterker België met internationale uitstraling. Ik wij alle 
Vlamingen bij dezen dan ook al oprecht een mooie feestdag wensen.  
1388 Semblance autonomy.  
1389 Er wordt van schijnautonomie gesproken, alsof bijna 12 miljard euro fiscale autonomie, zijnde 
meer dan 25% van de personenbelasting, schijn is. Er wordt van schijnautonomie gesproken, alsof een 
vierde van de personenbelasting van onze gezinnen schijn is. Zij denken anders.  
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There are doubts that the centre of gravity has shifted. Colleagues… when 
the budgets of regional governments are twice as large as the budget of the 
primary expenditure of the federal government and almost as large as the 
budgets of the social security, will dare to say that the centre of gravity has 
not changed, denies the existence of the sun in full sunlight.1390 

 

Mr Verherstraeten then asked, ‘Whoever claims that the sixth state reform is not 

large and that 20 billion of transfers of power is nothing but some bric-à-brac, I ask 

why they have negotiated for a full year. We have never, never been at the table so 

often.’1391 Finally, he concluded, 
 
Colleagues, in our country — and I say this to the Flemish opposition — 
also live Flemings who may become ill or pensions can go, and we cannot 
lose them! Mr President, ladies and gentlemen, I come to my conclusion. 
For me, the obvious determination. There are those who speak of the power 
of change, and there are those who realise the change.1392 

 

After the speech of State Secretary Servais Verherstraeten, another state secretary, 

Melchior Wathelet jr. (CdH1393), took the floor. Wathelet states, 
 
I will just add two or three points. To those who criticise this reform today, 
I make this point. During the 2014 election campaign — whether in 
Flanders, Brussels or Wallonia — we will be able to discuss the reduction of 
the fiscal pressure exerted by the personal tax on our citizens, the possible 
increase in the family allowances, the reform of policies on nursing homes 
and support for the elderly. If these discussions become possible, it is only 
through this State reform! Without it, those who today want the state to be 
destroyed little by little would say: ‘Since this will be managed by the federal 

 
1390 Er wordt aan getwijfeld dat het zwaartepunt is overgeheveld. Collega’s… wanneer de begrotingen 
van de regionale regeringen dubbel zo groot zullen zijn als de begroting van de primaire uitgaven van 
de federale Staat en bijna zo groot zullen zijn als de budgetten van de sociale zekerheid, nog durft te 
beweren dat het zwaartepunt niet is gewijzigd, ontkent het bestaan van de zon in het volle zonlicht.  
1391 Aan wie beweert dat de zesde staatshervorming niet groot is en dat 20 miljard euro aan 
bevoegdheidsoverdrachten enkel maar bric-à-brac is, vraag ik waarom zij dan een volledig jaar hebben 
onderhandeld. Wij hebben toen nooit ofte nimmer meer op tafel gehad.  
1392 Collega’s, in ons land – en ik zeg dit aan de Vlaamse oppositie – wonen er ook Vlamingen die ziek 
kunnen worden of met pensionen kunnen gaan en wij laten die niet los! Mijnheer de voorzitter, 
collega’s, ik kom tot mijn besluit. Voor mij is de vaststelling duidelijk. Er zijn er die spreken van de 
kracht van verandering en er zijn er die de verandering realiseren.  
1393 Centre Démocrate Humaniste, until 2002 PSC (Parti Socialiste Chrétien).  
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state, it will not be good.’ It‘s too easy! It is too simple to always criticise and 
not take responsibility when one wants to implement the State reform.1394 

 
Another element that makes me smile a little. When, this morning, I heard 
members of the N-VA claim that the means that are transferred to manage 
these different skills will not be sufficient in Flanders to ensure the policy 
on nursing homes or support for the elderly, I see that it is the same people 
who are asking the federal government to spend less. We cannot 
systematically hold this double discourse. We cannot simultaneously ask the 
federal government to clean up public finances and say that the same money 
devoted to the same competence but transferred to Flanders is not 
enough!1395 

 
I know that some want there to be less and less Belgium, but this can never 
be at the expense of services to the population. Our citizens expect us to 
have solutions rather than debates on the allocation of responsibilities or 
disputes between different regions and communities. What they expect from 
us are solutions! Today we have devoted our institutional energy not to 
asking whether we need to set up an alarm bell or a conflict of interest 
procedure; We have no longer devoted our institutional energy to crêpages 
de chignon1396, but to writing a thousand pages, to reform our country, to 
form a new Belgium for tomorrow, which works and which, instead of 
quarrelling, really puts itself at the service of its population. That is what it 
expects us to do. Thank you.1397 

 
1394 J’ajouterai simplement deux ou trois considérations. À l’adresse de ceux qui critiquent aujourd’hui 
cette réforme, je précise ceci. Pendant la campagne électorale de 2014, — que ce soit en Flandre, à 
Bruxelles ou en Wallonie -, on pourra débattre de la réduction de la pression fiscale exercée par l’impôt 
des personnes physiques sur nos concitoyens, de l’augmentation éventuelle des allocations familiales, 
de la réforme des politiques relatives aux maisons de repos et au soutien aux personnes âgées. Si ces 
discussions deviennent possibles, c’est uniquement grâce à cette réforme de l’État! Sans elle, ceux qui, 
aujourd’hui, veulent que l’État se détruise petit à petit, diraient: ’Comme cela sera géré par l’État 
fédéral, ce ne sera pas bon’. C’est trop facile! C’est trop simple de toujours critiquer et de ne pas 
prendre ses responsabilités quand on veut mettre en oeuvre la réforme de l’État.  
1395 Un autre élément me fait un peu sourire. Quand, ce matin, j’entends des membres de la N-VA 
prétendre que les moyens qui sont transférés pour gérer ces différentes compétences ne seront pas 
suffisants en Flandre afin d’assurer la politique relative aux maisons de repos ou le soutien aux 
personnes âgées, je constate que ce sont les mêmes qui demandent à l’État fédéral de dépenser moins. 
On ne peut tenir systématiquement ce double discours. On ne peut pas simultanément demander à 
l’État fédéral d’assainir les finances publiques et affirmer que le même argent dévolu à la même 
competénce, mais transférée à la Flandre, n’est pas suffisant! 

1396 Catfights. 
1397 Je sais que certains veulent qu’il y ait de moins en moins de Belgique, mais cela ne peut en tout cas 
jamais se faire au détriment des services à la population. Nos citoyens attendent de nous des solutions 
plutôt que des débats sur l’attribution des responsabilités ou des querelles entre différentes Régions et 
Communautés. Ce qu’ils attendent de nous, ce sont des solutions! Aujourd’hui, nous avons consacré 
notre énergie institutionnelle non plus à nous demander si nous devons mettre en oeuvre une sonnette 
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Here again, Belgium was the focus as was togetherness and working for the whole 

country. 

After the speech of Mr Wathelet jr., some MPs intervened in the discussion. 

Flemish Socialist politician Ms Karin Temmerman (sp.a.) began by stating, 
 
Prime Minister, Mr Secretaries of State, thanks for the very detailed and 
emotional response. I have little to add to it, except for two things. First, 
contrary to what some say here, I have to underline that a majority of 
Flemish MPs stands behind the constitutional reform. Second, the socialist 
family is the only political group which has finished with all six state reforms. 
The N-VA? I’m sorry. Zero!1398 

 

Temmerman attacked the N-VA by noting how the Socialists had been behind 

all six state reforms. 

After Ms Temmerman, another socialist, this time French-speaking, politician Ms 

Isabelle Emmery (PS) took the floor. She said, 
 
Mr President, I thank the prime minister and the secretaries of state for their 
answers. I would also like to take this opportunity to thank all the actors 
who led to this agreement. I would also like to say, Mr Prime Minister, that 
you promised to stabilise the country and to reform it according to the 
expression of the citizens following the last elections. It is done today in the 
agreement and tomorrow in the texts. For our party, this is essential!1399 

 

Here Ms Emmery clearly stood for the government, as the PS was the party of 

the prime minister.  She put the focus again on the well-being of the whole of 

Belgium. 

Mr Weyts (N-VA) took the floor again and stated, 

 
d’alarme ou une procédure en conflit d’intérêts; nous n’avons plus consacré notre énergie 
institutionnelle à des crêpages de chignon, mais à écrire mille pages, à réformer notre pays, à former 
demain une nouvelle Belgique, qui fonctionne et qui, au lieu de se quereller, se met véritablement au 
service de sa population. C’est cela qu’elle attend de nous. Je vous remercie.  
1398 Mijnheer de eerste minister, heren staatssecretarissen, bedankt voor het zeer uitvoerige en 
emotionele antwoord. Ik heb daaraan weinig toe te voegen, behalve twee saken. Ten eerste, in 
tegenstelling tot wat sommigen hier beweren, moet ik toch onderstrepen dat een meerderheid van de 
Vlaamse Parlementsleden wel achter de staatshervorming staat. Ten tweede, de socialistische familie 
is de enige politieke fractie die alle zes staatshervormingen mee heeft afgewerkt. De N-VA? Het spijt 
mij. Nul! 
1399 Monsieur le président, je remercie le premier ministre et les secrétaires d’État pour leurs réponses. 
Je profite également de l’occasion pour remercier l’ensemble des acteurs qui ont permis d’aboutir à cet 
accord. Je voudrais dire aussi, monsieur le premier ministre, que vous aviez promis de stabiliser le pays 
et de le réformer selon l’expression des citoyens suite aux dernières elections. C’est chose faite 
aujourd’hui dans l’accord et demain dans les textes. Pour notre parti, c’est essentiel!  
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We should clarify something for Mr Verherstraeten… You say that the 
emphasis has shifted. Yes, the toughest bills are shifted to Flanders. That 
you have done.1400 

 

Mr Weyts then addressed Prime Minister Di Rupo, bringing up the Flemish 

national holiday once more: 
 
Mr Di Rupo, you wish to congratulate Flemings on their holiday and give as 
a gift a billion euros bill. I hope you do not show up to my birthday. The 
chance is small. By some media, you were portrayed last week as Superman, 
and indeed, for the francophones, you are a Superman; for the Flemings, 
you are a Pacman.1401 

 

Mr Weyts continued to share similar views and emphasised how Flanders would 

have to pay at the cost to the rest of Belgium. In its 2010 party programme, the N-

VA stood for a confederal model that would also contain fiscal autonomy. Although 

the regions became stronger in the new state reform, the federal level remained still 

too strong for the N-VA. In other words, according to Weyts the new state reform 

did not create as strong federated states as would have been needed – the new system 

was not confederalist enough. This may be why Mr Weyts criticised the system 

vehemently. 

Before the discussion on the subject was closed, Mr Schiltz (Open VLD) took 

the floor. He said, 
 
Prime Minister, thank you for your detailed reply, and I also thank you, 
gentlemen secretaries of state, the additional clarifications and for the 
passion with which you defend this constitutional reform.1402 
 
Of course, there will always be criticism of the state reform. There was 
always criticism on the previous ones also…But, colleagues, reforms were 

 
1400 Wij hadden iets moeten verduidelijken voor de heer Verherstraeten... U zegt dat het zwaartepunt 
is verlegd. Ja, de zwaarste facturen zijn verlegd naar Vlaanderen. Dat hebt u gedaan.  
1401 Mijnheer Di Rupo, u wenst de Vlamingen van harte proficiat met hun feestdag en als cadeau geeft 
u een miljardenfactuur. Ik hoop dat u niet opdaagt op mijn verjaardagsfeestje. De kans is klein. Door 
enkele media werd u vorige week geportretteerd als Superman, en inderdaad, voor de Franstaligen 
bent u Superman; voor de Vlamingen bent u Pacman.  
1402 Mijnheer de eerste minister, ik dank u voor uw uitvoerig antwoord, en ik dank ook u, heren 
staatssecretarissen, voor de aanvullende verduidelijkingen en voor de passie waarmee u deze 
staatshervorming verdedigt.  
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made in this country by courageous men and women who are willing to put 
aside their own right and to seek an honourable compromise.1403 

 

With his next words, he targeted Mr Weyts specifically: 
 
Colleagues, the fraction lines become clearer day by day. There are those 
who call on state reforms, and there are those who do it. There are those 
who can only break down, and for whom it will never be enough, there are 
those who hide from their own responsibility, who do not yet have the 
humility to use the resources they have but are already calling for more, like 
a small child who has not yet emptied his plate, Mr Weyts, but already wants 
to get his dessert.1404 

 

The Liberal Party also focused on cooperation and stated in its 2010 party 

programme that the federal system must be developed so that all Belgians benefit — 

with the goal of a confederal system. This sixth state reform was, according to Mr 

Schiltz, a good step forward. 

5.4 Conclusions 

Over the last decades, Belgium has changed gradually from a unitary state to a federal 

state. The Flemish Movement played a significant role in the process. Therefore, it 

can be concluded that the ingredients for polarisation have always been there from 

the very beginning. French-speaking people and Dutch-speaking people have been 

on different sides, and it has gradually culminated in recent decades. The opposition 

between the Flemish and Walloons has been almost eternal, which has reached its 

peaks on several occasions, for example, the ‘Fourons-Voeren issue,’ which regularly 

came to the forefront of Belgian political life1405. 

 
1403 Natuurlijk zal er altijd kritiek zijn op deze staatshervorming. Op alle vorige was er ook altijd 
kritiek… Maar, collega’s, hervormingen worden in dit land gedaan door moedige mannen en vrouwen 
die bereid zijn hun eigen gelijk opzij te zetten en te zoeken naar een eerbaar compromis.  
1404 Collega’s, de breuklijnen worden met de dag duidelijker. Er zijn er die roepen over 
staatshervormingen, en er zijn er die het doen. Er zijn er die alleen kunnen afkraken en voor wie het 
nooit genoeg zal zijn, er zijn er die zich verbergen voor hun eigen verantwoordelijkheid, die nog niet 
de nederigheid hebben de middelen die zij hebben te gebruiken maar al staan te roepen om meer, net 
als een klein kind dat zijn bord nog niet leeg heeft, mijnheer Weyts, maar zijn dessert al wil krijgen.  
1405 Martinello, Marco (1999): Ethnic conflict within a fractured Belgian bi-national. The case of the 
trouble in Brussels (May 1991). In Allen Tim and Eade John (eds.): Divided Europeans: Understanding 
Ethnicities in Conflict. Kluwer Law International, Hague. p. 145.  
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Despite these conflicts, there was, nevertheless, a kind of unspoken consensus 

between the major political forces in the country. This also kept the unitary state 

working. Above all, there was a common willingness to avoid any divisions or 

conflicts that might lead to the dissolution of Belgium.1406 However, the 

contradiction escalated at the end of the 1960s, and there were no other way to 

survive than to renew the institutional structure. 

The differences between parties are visible in the context of parliamentary 

discussions held at the end of the 1960s, the end of the 1980s, and in 2013. Although 

the speeches were made by individual politicians, their party ideology was behind 

them all the time. Naturally, the speeches were influenced by the Belgian electoral 

system1407 as well as by the fact that the party itself decided who could take the floor 

and give a speech. Because of this, these speeches were very often loyal to the party, 

but some speeches presented very strong views, and the speechmakers clearly 

wanted to make a memorable speech that would stay in people’s minds, especially if 

the elections were coming in the near future. 

5.4.1 Parliamentary discussions at the end of the 1960s 

The discussions analysed were held in summer 1969. A CVP/PSC-PSB/BSP 

government had been formed under Mr Gaston Eyskens (1968–1971). Its main task 

was the revision of the constitution.1408 According to Humes, the 1968 federal 

elections had been a significant victory particularly for the parties, which promoted 

for more sectional autonomy.1409 Fitzmaurice notes, that it, actually, forced some 

political leaders to admit that they could no longer avoid constitutional 

decentralisation.1410 This was also seen in the discussions: the idea of decentralisation 

or even federalism was very clear and a possible or even probable (if not the only) 

option for a future direction. 

A lively discussion about decentralisation took place in the plenary session of 

Parliament at the end of the 1960s. Many concerns were brought up, as well as many 

positive points. Discussions were colourful and occasionally intense. Even the 

 
1406 Ibid. p. 146.  
1407 Open-list proportional electoral system  
1408 Fitzmaurice John (1983): The Politics of Belgium. Crisis & Compromise in a Plural Society. C 
Hurst & Co. London. p.51.  
1409 Humes Samuel (2014): Belgium. Long United, Long Divided. C Hurst & Co. London. p. 197.  
1410 Fitzmaurice John (1983): The Politics of Belgium. Crisis & Compromise in a Plural Society. C 
Hurst & Co. London. p.51.  
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possible explosion of Belgium was mentioned. This indicates the strength of feeling 

this topic gave rise to.  

In general, the situation in Belgium was not easy towards the end of the 1960s. 

The political field was unstable because of strikes and the growing power of the 

Flemish Movement. If there were many concerns referring to possible 

decentralisation or federalism, there were also some very clear opinions on behalf of 

them. 

Political parties took different attitudes towards cultural autonomy and overall 

decentralisation as well as federalism. The contradictions between the Flemish-

speaking and French-speaking politicians were evident. As was expected on the basis 

of party programme of 1971, a VU politician (Mr Schiltz and Mr Coppieters) strongly 

supported federalism and was concerned about Flemish language and culture. In 

comparison, the PLP1411 politician Mr Georges Mundeleer, was very concerned 

about cultural autonomy. For Mr Mundeleer, e.g. the double Senate would constitute 

a threat to national unity and thus were an impossible idea. He also considered the 

situation of Brussels very complex and difficult. Here, the attitudes were the same as 

they were in the party programme of 1971: the emphasis was on a united Belgium. 

Finally, he mentioned the aggression of Flemish extremists as the root of problems. 

However, the politicians of the BSP-PSB stood for the decentralisation process, 

as was the case in the party programme of PSB in 1972. The politicians of the CVP-

PSC were suspicious, like Mr Claeys, but also positive, like Mr Keersmaeker. 

However, both did support decentralisation as I assumed that Flemish politicians 

would do. With the speech by Mr Clayes and his more suspicious attitude towards 

decentralisation, the party may also have wanted to give the impression that the 

concerns of French-speakers were understood. Nevertheless, this is a good example 

of how opinions can differ even within the same party. It must also be remembered, 

that speeches are affected by the Belgian open-list proportional electoral system 

where voters can choose for whom they vote. However, politicians cannot differ too 

much from the party’s views because the party decides who can take the floor in 

Parliament. 

5.4.2 Parliamentary discussions during the internal chaos of the 1980s 

The 1980s were a very confusing time in Belgium. The whole political structure was 

in transition — Belgium was on its way to becoming a fully-fledged federal state. 

 
1411 Officially still PVV-PLP in 1969. 
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Belgian domestic politics were in chaos. Governments fell and were formed again 

several times in the 1980s. The atmosphere was very insecure and fragile. The 

discussions analysed were held in summer 1988, right after a new government, 

Martens VIII, was established and only a few years before Belgium became a federal 

state. This situation was seen in the parliamentary discussions. 

Overall, the discussions give an impression about the situation in the Belgian 

political field at the end of the 1980s, just before the nation became a fully-fledged 

federal state. The situation was fragile, and it seemed that no one knew where this 

all would lead, but everyone agreed that something must be done because the Belgian 

political structure was too complex and rigid. 

The political parties were also somewhat confused as to how to find the best 

solution. At the time, at the end of the 1980s, the government was formed by the 

CVP, PSC, SP, PS and VU. Thus, there were Flemish- and French-speaking 

Christian Democrats as well as Flemish- and French-speaking Socialists. In addition 

to these parties, the VU was represented in the government. 

The Liberals, who were in opposition at the time were concerned about the 

possible revision and its influence on the whole of Belgium. The Flemish Liberals 

admitted that the change must be accomplished because the world was changing. 

However, they also emphasised that people cannot be promised that federalisation 

would be the key to all the problems. This was partly in line with the PVV’s 1991 

political party programme, which introduced a true federal state, and the state structure 

was presented as very complicated and something that must be fixed. Naturally, the 

speech held in 1988 is not directly comparable to the election programme in 1991. 

However, both of them had a positive attitude towards the new state reform and a 

more federal state. 

French-speaking Liberals, on the contrary, (PRL) had a more negative attitude 

towards a new state reform. They were especially concerned with the situation in 

Brussels. The proposition of the government was considered to be quite poor for 

Brussels and the other regions, especially Wallonia. There was also a fear of the 

Flemish Movement and even the VU. It was suggested that Belgium would be 

destroyed between an independent Flanders and Europe. There were also references 

to confederalism and separatism — even apartheid was brought up. This indeed 

gives an impression of what kind of atmosphere existed in Belgium at the end of the 

1980s. 

There was a real fear of what was going to happen to Belgium. There was a deep 

concern that the chosen direction would destroy Belgium and strengthen Flanders. 

French-speaking Liberal Jean Gol stated that for francophones, federalism was, in 
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fact, a federalism of punishment, and the new state reform constituted the 

dismemberment of Belgium. Nevertheless, what is remarkable is the difference in 

attitudes towards federalism between the Flemish-speaking Liberals and French-

speaking Liberals. They were indeed far apart. 

However, it was not surprising that Mr Pierre Chevalier (SP) supported the 

government and the ambitious programme of communitarising and federalising the 

country. He called the situation a new and necessary phase. Mr Chevalier also stressed 

that there was no conflict model used, but that it was all about retaining solidarity. 

He wanted to avoid any conflicts and focused on consensus and solidarity. The SP’s 

1991 party programme also focused on ‘working together’ and made it clear that 

Flanders and Belgium needed each other. The SP wanted to concentrate on 

something other than the contradictions between Flanders and Wallonia and put 

citizens first, above the regions. 

In the speeches, the politicians used strong words and powerful statements. 

There were many contradictions, especially between French-speaking Liberals and 

Flemish nationalist politicians. One of the French-speaking Liberal politicians, Mr 

Armand de Decker, declared to Flemish nationalist politician Mr Victor Anciaux – 

who noted that the conflicts between communities would be even greater if the new 

reform was not be established – that he was in a war too late. Mr Anciaux noted that 

they were not at war but only having a dialogue. This reference to war explains how 

fragile and sensitive, even explosive, the situation really was. 

There were also discussions about generations: Mr de Decker felt that the young 

Flemish generation would be more willing to work together for Belgium, not only 

for Flanders, than the older generation. Mr van Rompuy (CVP), on the other hand, 

felt that young Flemings had changed and no longer looked up to the French culture 

and did not need the French language. Thus, it was not only the VU that deemed 

that the French language or culture was not as important any more. 

This was also seen in the CVP’s 1991 political party programme where Flanders 

was very much in the forefront and attitudes towards Flemish language and culture 

were emphasised. Overall, it was clear that some political parties in Flanders were 

willing to become more autonomous, even independent, and they were seen as a 

threat to the entire nation by some French-speaking parties. 

Thus, the 1980s was a very confusing time, and this was reflected in the 

discussions. The second discussion, which dealt with the speech of Deputy Prime 

Minister Hugo Schiltz, showed how seriously the situation could change overnight. 

When Deputy Prime Minister Hugo Schiltz said, ‘Wallonia is no longer our problem, 

nor is Belgium,’ statement aroused fears about the future of Belgium and 
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encompassed everything that francophones, in particular, were afraid of. Ultimately, 

even the King had to intervene in the situation. The VU defended Schiltz by noting 

that the sentence was taken out of context and it was humiliating how the Deputy 

Prime Minister was treated. Nevertheless, the discussion is a good example of how 

fragile the political situation was in Belgium at the end of 1980s.  

5.4.3 Parliamentary discussion on the sixth state reform in 2013 

The discussion held in July 2013 handled the sixth state reform. The discussion itself 

was vivid and even evocative. Many politicians, representing different Belgian 

political parties, took the floor and demonstrated their own opinions as well as those 

of their political parties. In 2013, the Belgian government was a six-party coalition 

comprising the two Socialist parties (the Flemish sp.a and Walloon PS), the two 

Liberal parties (the Flemish Open VLD and francophone MR), and the two Christian 

Democratic parties (Flemish CD&V and francophone CdH). The big winner of the 

2010 federal election, the N-VA, was excluded from the government. This coalition 

was reflected in the discussions. The politicians representing the parties in 

government, which negotiated the Butterfly Agreement, defended the sixth state 

reform very strongly. 

The discussion in the plenary session was started by Socialist politicians, 

representing the Flemish sp.a and French-speaking PS. Both politicians, Ms Karin 

Temmerman and Ms Isabelle Emmery, praised the new state reform, although they 

admitted that it was the result of extremely hard work. Ms Emmery (PS) also 

emphasised a strong and united Belgium. Thus, there was a small difference in the 

emphasis between these politicians: whereas Ms Temmerman (sp.a) highlighted the 

hard work (sweat and tears) and choosing the better option (to participate in the 

search for solutions rather than leave the negotiating table), Ms Emmery emphasised 

a unitary Belgium and great reform. The sp.a also focused entirely on a united 

Belgium in its 2010 party programme. It seems that Socialists had actually quite a 

few differences of opinion (regarding this subject) inside the political party family 

(namely between the sp.a and PS). 

After the Socialist politicians, there were speeches by Flemish nationalist 

politicians. First, Ms Barbara Pas (VB) took the floor. She expressed sharp criticism 

towards a new state reform. Ms Pas called the granted fiscal autonomy a 

schijnautonomie. She focused on how much Flanders would lose in the state reform. 

Finally, she criticised the timing: she asked why the reform was being presented on 



 

354 

the eve of the Flemish national holiday. She wanted to emphasise Flanders, and the 

speech was very Flanders-oriented. 

The same line continued in the next speech by N-VA politician Mr Ben Weyts. 

He had some strong words for Prime Minister Di Rupo and accused him of 

exploiting Flanders for the benefit of Wallonia and Brussels. Finally, he accused the 

government of always making Flanders to pay. These attitudes were not a surprise. 

Considering the politics of Flemish nationalist parties, this discussion was even 

expected from the politicians of these parties. However, there was strong criticism 

of the government. 

It is notable that N-VA was the big winner after the federal election in 2010. It 

is, therefore, significant that the N-VA’s views were far from those of the 

government. Naturally, Mr Weyts was thinking of the coming federal election (set 

for 2014), so parts of the speech were directed to voters. The speech was also in line 

with N-VA’s 2010 party programme, which supported a confederal model as the 

next step. 

The views of Flemish Liberals were reflected in the speech of Mr Willem-Frederik 

Schiltz (Open VLD). He emphasised that Flemings, Walloons, and those from 

Brussels are all Belgian and that although Belgium was a federalist state, it was also 

a united Belgium. The Open VLD emphasised the confederal model in its 2010 party 

programme but also made clear that Belgium was the priority. The sixth state reform 

was perhaps seen as an important step towards the confederal model. On the other 

hand, for the N-VA, the step was not big enough. 

Prime Minister Di Rupo defended the new and historical state reform. He 

highlighted how good the solution was for all Belgians. He also remembered the 

Flemish national day, which was the day following the discussion, and congratulated 

Flanders and the Flemish people. However, he declared in the same sentence that 

the new state reform would ensure a stronger Wallonia, a stronger Brussels, and a 

stronger Flanders in a stronger Belgium (in that order). This was definitely a 

deliberate comment directed those who sought independence for Flanders. 

This same alignment was echoed in a speech by Secretary of State Verherstraeten 

(CD&V). The atmosphere was similar when he finished his speech by saying, there 

are those who speak of the power of change, and there are those who realise the change. 

Another secretary of state, Mr Melchior Wathelet jr. (CdH), stressed in his speech 

the solutions that must be made. He emphasised the new Belgium, which worked 

and served the Belgian population. This speech also placed a strong focus on 

Belgium, even if it was federalist but particularly united Belgium. 
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Overall, the discussion was deeply surrounded by Flanders. Another side, which 

defended a new state reform, focused on a strong, united Belgium. This was tired to 

those (i.e. the Flemish opposition) who did not negotiate but only complained about 

how much Flanders pay. On the other hand, the Flemish opposition, in particular, 

stressed the fact that others save at the expense of Flanders. This was brought up 

several times, and Mr Weyts (N-VA) found that Flanders will be handed a billion euros 

bill on its birthday. Socio-economic conflict was obvious and the atmosphere was 

indeed deeply divided. It was clear that even in 2013, Flanders was a very sensitive 

subject, and a divisive line was drawn because of it. 

5.4.4 Four main conclusions 

After analysing the discussions presented in the previous sections, some conclusions 

can be drawn: first, about who spoke and how; second, about the convergence 

between political party programmes and the discussions; third, about what kind of 

attitudes were exhibited by both Flemish- and French-speaking political parties 

towards federalism, confederalism, and the independence of Flanders; and fourth, 

what kind of political atmosphere there has been in the Parliament during the 

decades in question. 

Firstly, as has been mentioned previous, the Belgian electoral system influences 

how politicians take the floor.1412 The fact that the political party decides who speaks 

on the floor makes a difference.1413 As voters have the freedom to choose whom 

they vote for in an election, politicians may want to showcase their personality when 

they speak. However, they must restrain themselves because they have to be loyal to 

the party who decides the speechmakers. 

As seen above, many politicians who gave speeches held high positions in their 

parties, some having served, for example, as ministers. In addition, their speeches 

were mainly in line with political party programmes. This leads to the second 

conclusion, which is that most of the speeches were compatible with party 

programmes, although some politicians also wanted to voice their own opinions. 

However, here one should remember that the speeches and political party 

programmes were not exactly from the same year. 

 
1412 Proksch Sven-Oliver and Slapin Jonathan B. (2015): The Politics of Parliamentary Debate. 
University Printing House, Cambridge. p. 25. 
1413 Ibid. p. 82. 
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Thirdly, it became clear through these discussions that federalism and 

confederalism were considered to be an important topic to many parties. Through 

the discussions, it became clear what kind of attitude politicians and political parties 

had towards a united Belgium on the one hand and the growing autonomy of regions 

on the other, moving towards federalism, confederalism, and even independence for 

Flanders. 

Overall, it was clear, even at the end of the 1960s, that the development towards 

extending more autonomy was in progress. There were lively discussions about 

decentralisation and even federalism, its possibilities, and also, naturally, fears. 

Therefore, federalism is evidently not a new topic in Belgian politics. Federalism and 

possible confederalism have always been underneath. For some, it has been and still 

is a great possibility while to others, it is the beginning of the end of Belgium. Overall, 

it can be said that Flemish political parties are more favour in federalism and 

extended autonomy compared with francophone political parties. 

At the end of the 1960s, federalism had its own supporters, especially within the 

VU. The Liberal Party, led by the voice of Mr Georges Mundeleer, took a very 

different attitude. It took a much more cautious approach towards cultural autonomy 

and saw the possible weakening of national unity as very probable. French-speaking 

parties were particularly suspicious of growing autonomy. For example, the 

comment of Mr Vanden Boeynants (CVP-PSC) concerning language laws, 

particularly that PSC did not want any changes to them, was raised. The comments 

about the explosion of Belgium were also discussed. Language division was at the 

forefront. Finally, even though socialist politicians stood for decentralisation they 

took a more cautious attitude towards federalism. French-speaking Mr Simonet 

found for instance that the federalisation of economy would inevitably lead to the 

pursuit of fully autonomous policies. Thus, they felt that federal structure would 

finally be extended everywhere. 

By the end of the 1980s, the political parties had parallel guidelines towards 

federalism. The VU supported the federalisation process. Even the independence of 

Flanders was mentioned by Mr Filip Dewinter (Vlaams Blok), who stated that the 

Flemish nationalism does not stop at federalism or confederalism. The politicians representing 

the French Liberal party, PRL, took a very suspicious or even negative attitude 

towards growing federalism. French-speaking Liberal Mr Jean Gol noted that Belgium 

is in the process of dismemberment. The Flemish-speaking Liberals were, on the other 

hand, on different lines, although they also criticised the actions of the current 

government. The PVV admitted that revision of the constitution was needed. This 
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is a good example of how differently the politicians from the same party family saw 

the future of Belgium depending on whether they were French- or Flemish-speaking. 

The Socialists (both Flemish-speaking and French-speaking) favoured the new 

programme of the government and stated that the new state reform was necessary. 

This was not surprising as the Socialists were part of the Martens VIII government 

at the time. Finally, representing the prime minister’s party (CVP) Mr Eric van 

Rompuy, defended the new state reform and also reminded his audience that 

Flanders was becoming more and more Anglo-Saxon and at alienating Wallonia. 

Here it is clear that it was not only the VU that saw French language and culture as 

no longer being as important. The CVP shared the same view, as was seen in its 1991 

political party programme, which did not only emphasise Flemish language and 

culture but also brought up the contradictions between Flemish- and French-

speaking people. Overall, the rhetoric was strong and colourful, even sharp, 

especially when referring to the possible independence of Flanders or to the speech 

of Deputy Prime Minister Hugo Schiltz. This had not changed since the 1960s. 

By 2013, many things were at the same as in the 1960s, even though Belgium had 

gone through huge structural changes, had become a federal state, and was still in 

the middle of the federalisation process. Flemish nationalist politicians from both 

the VB1414 and N-VA were against the new state reform because Flanders would 

have to pay too much. They wanted to see more true autonomy, not a 

schijnautonomie, like VB politician Barbara Pas noted. The Flemish Liberal 

politician wanted to remind all colleagues that Flemings, Walloons, as well as those 

from Brussels, were all Belgian and wanted to recall a united Belgium as was the case 

in the party programme of Open VLD in 2010. The Socialist politicians, from the 

PS and sp.a, were very thankful and wanted to support a stronger, united Belgium 

(especially the French-speaking Socialists), again in line with the party programme of 

sp.a in 2010. Naturally, the other parties favoured the new state reform except for 

i.a. the Flemish nationalist N-VA and VB because they also attended the 

negotiations. 

However, the atmosphere had settled down since the 1960s and 1980s. The 

rhetoric was calmer, and there were no mentions of war, apartheid, or other 

polarising expressions. The realised federalisation had satisfied some parties, but 

there still was an undercurrent that could grow given the right conditions. These 

comments about how the Flanders will have the toughest bill and Flanders will have to pay 

everything provided some clues.  

 
1414 Extreme right-wing party. 
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The fourth conclusion is that the atmosphere in the context of decentralisation, 

federalism, and confederalism, and in the context of the future of Belgium, has 

always been very sensitive and conflict driven. Rhetoric has been strong, and 

powerful words like apartheid or explosion of Belgium have been used. These 

conflicts have been obvious, especially between French-speaking and Flemish-

speaking parties. One of the main catalysts behind this has been the language. 

Language, and especially the Flemish language, has aroused emotions, and the 

dialogue has been full of powerful words. Ultimately, language has been at the core 

of conflicts from the very beginning. 
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6 CONCLUSIONS 

This dissertation deals with the main Flemish political parties and their position on 

extending the autonomy of Flanders. My intention was to find out, firstly, how 

autonomy has been handled in political party programmes. Secondly, I concentrated 

on nationalistic matters like language and culture, looking at how the political parties 

dealt with the Dutch language and culture. I queried what kind of assumptions about 

national identity, in particularly Flemish identity, could be made based on these 

findings in the context of political party programmes. Thirdly, I looked at the EU 

policies of the main Flemish political parties and analysed the differences between 

traditional parties and regionalist Flemish nationalist parties regarding regionalist 

issues, especially Flanders’ role as an independent actor in European and 

international policies. Finally, my aim was to analyse the historical development of 

these topics. 

In addition to political party programmes, I also analysed discussions that took 

place in the Parliament in recent decades that related to extending autonomy and 

Flemish language and culture. I examined the discussions on these topics to illustrate 

the political situation that existed at certain times in Belgium. Based on these 

findings, in this chapter, I analyse and draw conclusions to answer on the main 

question of this dissertation: What kind of attitude towards extending the autonomy 

of Flanders did the main Flemish political parties present in their political party 

programmes between the 1970s and 2010? 

6.1 Key Findings of this Study 

In this chapter, I conclude the key findings of this study. I analyse my research 

questions again and provide answers I found in my resource material. I start with the 

differences between the main Flemish political parties and then turn more precisely 

to nationalistic matters, especially to language as a separator and the existing Flemish 

identity. I also address regionalist matters on EU policies and put focus on the 

Flanders’ position in the European and global arena: have the programmes seen 

Flanders as an independent actor or as a part of Belgium? Historical development 
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proceeds naturally. Finally, I summarise the main results of this study and consider 

the future of Flanders — together or separate. 

6.1.1 Differences between the main Flemish political parties regarding the 
development of autonomy 

My main task in this dissertation was to analyse, firstly, how Flemish political parties 

handled expanding autonomy towards federalism, confederalism, and even the 

possibility of independence for Flanders, and secondly, what kind of development 

has occurred recent decades. As the analysis has shown, the major Flemish political 

parties (the Socialists, the Christian Democrats, the Liberals and the regionalist 

Flemish nationalists parties) have handled institutional issues in very different ways 

in their political party programmes. There are clear differences between these 

political parties how they see the future of Belgium regarding the level of autonomy 

in Flanders. The actual development of Belgium from a unitary state to a federal 

state reveals that the need for change has been real. As King has noted, a federation 

can be established to obtain some form of balance1415. This has also been the case 

with Belgium. 

In my concluding analysis, I base my findings partly on the autonomy and 

capacity strategies of Hepburn1416 as well as on the specific categories of federal 

systems described by Elazar1417, presented in the theory chapter1418. In the context 

of Elazar’s theory, I focus on the following political systems: unions, constitutionally 

decentralised union, federations, and confederations. Watts1419 also presents two 

more types of federal political systems, which I use in my analysis: federal–unitary 

and federal–confederal hybrids. I use these categories because they are meaningful 

regarding the political situation in Belgium. In addition, I add one form of political 

system that is not federal: an independent nation-state. 

 
1415 King, Preston (1982): Federalism and federation. Croom Helm Ltd, London. p. 75. 
1416 Hepburn, Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. p. 42. 

1417 Watts Ronald L. (2013): Typologies of federalism. In Loughlin John, Kincaid John and Swenden 
Wilfried (eds.) Routledge Handbook of Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, London and New 
York. p. 20 

1418 See chapters 2.2.2.1 Watt’s and Elazar’s categories of federal systems and 2.3.1.2 Hepburn’s 
classification of territorial strategies. 

1419 Watts Ronald L. (2013): Typologies of federalism. In Loughlin John, Kincaid John and Swenden 
Wilfried (eds.) Routledge Handbook of Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, London and New 
York. p. 20. 
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First, I concentrate on the Hepburn’s autonomy strategies, which, according to 

Hepburn, pursue to institutionalise a new jurisdictional division of authority between 

distinct subunits. The purpose is to response to the requirements for the recognition 

and empowerment of territorial actors. Strategies can be divided into unitarism, 

unionism, devolution, federalism, and independence.1420 I would add two categories; 

decentralising unionism and confederalism, which suite the situation in Flemish 

political parties. The first one refers to the strategy of unionism, but with a strong 

focus on decentralisation. In addition, constitutional rights of regions can be 

accepted. According Hepburn, the parties, which support unionism may recognise 

regional interests at the cultural or economical level, but still have negative attitude 

towards the idea of giving constitutional rights to regions1421. Confederalism presents 

a strategy with a stronger autonomous position compared to federalism but does not 

contain an idea for independence. 

My goal is to analyse what kind of strategies can be seen in the political party 

programmes. As becomes clear, the strategies are multidimensional and can — as 

Hepburn notes — be changed over time. In addition, I also present some examples 

of capacity strategies, which some parties used in their party programmes to realise 

territorial interests. Hepburn distinguishes three dimensions of capacity goals which 

are political representation in higher levels of decision making, cultural policy and 

socioeconomic policy and resources1422. Nevertheless, the results shown in the 

following figures are indicative in nature. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

 
1420 Hepburn, Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. pp. 42-45. 

1421 Hepburn, Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. p.42. 
1422 Ibid. p. 45. 
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6.1.1.1 Autonomy and capacity strategies of the Socialist Parties in recent decades 

Autonomy strategies 

Figure 1.  The development of the autonomy strategies in the Socialist Parties’ programmes in 
recent decades 

 

 

The Socialists have transformed their strategies from decentralising unionism 

towards decentralising federalism in the context of political party programmes over 

recent decades. As can be seen in figure 1, they have done it also by using both 

strategies at the same time. In its 1972 party programme, the PSB saw that 

decentralisation was an important and even essential matter when simplifying 

procedures and formalities. However, the party made it clear that all was done for a 

united Belgium, not for Flanders. Regions were barely mentioned by name, as a 

united Belgium and cooperation between regions were strongly emphasised. 

As mentioned above, according to Hepburn, it is possible, that unionists do 

recognise the region, e.g. constituting substate administrative institutions or 

maintaining separate educational systems, but this does not challenge state 

sovereignty or lead to independence.1423 However, even if Belgium was clearly at the 

apex in the 1972 party programme,  decentralisation as well as regionalisation played 

such an important role that it cannot be said to use unionism as the strategy – rather 

decentralising unionism. Also, the cultural autonomy received a chapter of its own 

where the party noted that cultural autonomy will be realised during the next years. 

 
1423 Hepburn, Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. pp. 42-43. 
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Nevertheless, as Hepburn states, parties may move from one category to another as 

the situation changes1424. This can be seen in the strategies of the SP. In its 1991 

party programme, the SP’s strategy started to shift towards federalism: cooperation 

between national level and the Flemish level was emphasised, and although new state 

reforms dominated by community aspects were preferably avoided, the SP 

supported the idea of increasing the power of the sublevel. Decentralisation was seen 

to help in this problematic situation. Thus, SP supported the idea that the power 

would be transferred to the community and region, but it also wanted the state to be 

part of it. For instance, in the international context, SP saw that regions should be 

able to exercise their competences internationally, but, on the other hand, proposed 

that national government should be competent in principle with regard to regional 

powers. Although it became more federalist in nature, it retained some unionist 

features. Decentralisation was favourable because it would reduce contradictions 

between Flanders and Wallonia at the national level. Behind all was uniform Belgium 

and a strong national level. 

By 1995, the situation had changed in the political arena as Belgium became 

officially a federal state in 1993. Thus, the party programme concentrated on 

Flanders even though Belgium was also strongly presented. Although federalisation 

was considered very important, the main focus was again on cooperation between 

different levels, and any conflicts between different regions were to be avoided. A 

new federal state, Belgium, was above everything. The importance of federalisation 

was so strong in the programme that I did not identify unionism, even decentralising 

unionism, in the programme. After all, according to Hepburn the parties who stand 

for unionism oppose the idea of constitutionally acknowledged regional 

communities1425. The situation did not change in 2010 when the unity of Belgium 

was again at the forefront. The priority was the great new state reform between all the levels 

so that all regions would benefit. Hepburn states that a federalism includes the idea 

of granting a degree of self-government to all regions in the state1426. 

Overall, autonomy strategies have changed over recent decades and gradually 

have become more and more federalist in nature. However, the strategies have not 

moved further towards, confederalism, or independence. It seems that the sp.a was 

satisfied with decentralising federalism in 2010. However, after the 2010 federal 

 
1424 Ibid. p. 42. 

1425 Ibid. 
1426 Hepburn, Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. p. 43. 
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elections, the sp.a was part of the government and participated in the making of the 

latest state reform, which gave more autonomy again to the regions. 

Capacity strategies 

Some very interesting strategies for realising territorial interests can be found in the 

Socialist Parties’ programmes. Regarding capacity strategies in the 1970s, it was clear 

that cultural autonomy will be realised, but the responsibility was still on the national 

legislature. Nevertheless, strategies of cultural capacity stood out clearly, especially 

in the context of media. The PSB did emphasise how RTB1427 would achieve the 

objectives of cultural decentralisation by developing the radio production centres in 

Wallonia and setting up regional television production centres.1428 

As Hepburn stated, there is a significant connection between maintaining a 

particular identity and developing a sense of Anderson’s imagined community in 

controlling mass media.1429 Thus, according to Hepburn, capacity strategies may be 

operated to obtain cultural aims.1430 These kinds of strategies existed in the 1991 

party programme in the context of Dutch-language education in Brussels. The SP 

wanted to consolidate the quality of Dutch-language education in Brussels. It 

emphasised the network of the Dutch language in libraries and cultural centres. The 

SP also supported Flemish culture in the areas of different cultural arts like music, 

literature, and media. This kind of policy also continued in the 1995 programme. 

In 1991, the SP brought up political capacity by introducing the idea that regions 

would operate at the international level and strengthen their representation. 

However, the SP wanted the national government to also be present and informed 

first. Although regions would operate in the international fora, the national 

government would still play the key role. However, in the 1995 party programme, 

Belgium was again in the forefront in the global fora even though Flanders was 

mentioned occasionally. 

In 1995, the party programme presented the example of socioeconomic capacity, 

although in the opposite sense. The SP mentioned in the programme its concern 

about social security. According to the SP, more affluent Flanders should help the 

whole of Belgium. According to Hepburn, it is possible, that capacity strategies try 

to promote a socioeconomic project for the region, e.g. richer regions may want to 

 
1427 Belgian Radio and Television. 
1428 See section 4.1.1.4. 
1429 Hepburn, Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. p. 47. 
1430 Ibid. p. 46. 
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reduce their financial support to the centre1431. Here, the SP wanted to act in the 

opposite way, which emphasises the party’s commitment to a united Belgium. In the 

2010 party programme the sp.a presented its idea of a state reform with a clear social 

objective, which would transfer not only more resources for the federal government 

that guarantees proper social protection but also more competences for regions and 

communities to better invest in people. The programme highlighted that it was 

investing in people, the Belgians.  

6.1.1.2  Autonomy and capacity strategies of the Christian Democratic Parties in 
recent decades 

Autonomy strategies 

Figure 2.  The development of the autonomy strategies in the Christian Democratic Parties’ 
programmes in recent decades 

 

 

In 1971, the CVP’s party programme concentrated on decentralisation. The 

programme underlined the need to transfer more competence to the provincial and 

local level. It also emphasised the economic decentralisation and demanded more 

autonomy especially for cultural policies. Hepburn presents two types of federalism: 

centralising federalism and decentralising federalism1432. The first one contains 

federalism, that concentrates the power at the centre. The latter focuses on granting 

decision-making powers to the lowest possible level and, at the same time, enables 

difference between distinct territorial units.1433 However, overall the party 

 
1431 Ibid. p. 47. 
1432 Ibid. p. 44. 

1433 Ibid. 
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programme was very Belgium-oriented and Belgium was seen as a unitary state. 

Flanders was barely mentioned. Therefore, there were also some significant unionist 

elements in the 1971 party programme. 

In 1991, the CVP’s party programme supported more extensive federalism and 

emphasised Flanders and even the possibility of it acting internationally. Thus, it 

started to have also some confederalist elements, which means, as Popelier notes, 

that i.a. the autonomy of the sub-level has been emphasised1434.  Flanders and 

Belgium, as a federal state, remained in focus in 1995. The more and more 

autonomous Flanders played a key role also in the European arena. Although the 

CVP and, in 2010, the CD&V, focused on decentralising federalism and 

confederalism (as can be seen in figure 2 above), there have never been implications 

towards independence. In its 2010 party programme, the CD&V concentrated on 

the whole of Belgium, and although it supported the new state reform and 

development towards the confederalist model, it emphasised that it desired to reform 

the country, not to split it. 

Capacity strategies 

A cultural capacity strategy was seen clearly in the 1971 party programmes. The CVP 

focused on Dutch culture and stated many things that would improve Dutch culture. 

It also wished (together with PSC) that national cultures could be permanently equal 

in Brussels. These regional matters, especially in regional Europe, was also 

emphasised in the 1971 party programme, although Flanders was not yet seen as an 

active actor in the European fora. 

By the 1991 party programme, the CVP focused more on regional matters and 

used political capacity to gain more influence. This was also seen in the context of 

European politics. It emphasised the importance of Flanders in Europe, and it also 

noted that Flemish identity must be defended. As Hepburn mentions, regionalist 

parties sought autonomy through EU from 1988 to 19941435. This was also the case 

among other parties, like the CVP, which presented EU in the very positive light in 

its 1991 party programme. 

 
1434 Popelier Patricia (2019): Crises, elections and state reforms in Belgium: A long and winding road 
to confederalism. In Europäischen Zentrum für Föderalismus-Forschung (EZFF): Jahrbuch des 
Föderalismus 2019. Föderalismus, Subsidiarität und Regionen in Europa. p.257-272. Nomos 
verlagsgesellschaft. Baden-Baden.  
1435 Hepburn Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. p. 221. 
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In 1995, cultural issues were once again at the forefront of the party programme. 

The CVP was clearly concerned about the position of the Dutch language in Brussels 

and brought up these concerns in its party programme. The support for Dutch and 

Flemish education, as well as cultural and social life in the capital, was highlighted. 

In addition, the CVP required compliance with language legislation in Brussels. 

Cultural capacity strategies, as well as political capacity strategies, were visible in the 

party programme as it defended the position of Flanders acting independently in the 

EU.1436  

If the parties sought autonomy through the EU between 1988 and 1994, as 

Hepburn suggests, then they began to see the state all over again more as a guardian 

of regional competences from 1995 to 20091437. This kind of development was partly 

visible also in the Christian Democratic Parties’ programmes. In the 2010 party 

programme the CD&V presented Belgium, not Flanders, as a key player in the 

international and European fora. Although preserving national and regional identity 

was important, Belgium’s role as an international actor was considered crucial. Thus, 

regionalist matters were not as important as they were in the 1990s. Moreover, 

Belgium was at the forefront. Nevertheless, the position of the Dutch language in 

Brussels remained a key issue in the 2010 party programme. 
  

 
1436 See section 4.2.3. 
1437 Hepburn Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. p. 221. 
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6.1.1.3  Autonomy and capacity strategies of the Liberal Parties in recent decades 

Autonomy strategies 

Figure 3.  The development of the autonomy strategies in the Liberal Parties’ programmes in recent 
decades 

 

The autonomy strategies of the Liberal Party are in the main part reminiscent of the 

strategies of the Christian Democratic Party. Although the 1971 party programme 

was very reticent towards autonomy, it did not represent an unitarism category 

where, according to Hepburn, ‘full integration’ existed without recognition of 

cultural, political, or economic distinctiveness1438. Although the party programme 

was very Belgium-oriented in nature, there were still some mentions of regions and 

regionalisation, so it can be said to have used a strategies of unionism and 

decentralising unionism. However, the programme was indeed very Belgium-

oriented, and officially a national programme, which may have been due to the fact 

that the party split not before 1972. 

In the 1990s, the Liberal Party focused on federalism and emphasised the role of 

regions even in the international fora. It also made clear that it supported extending 

autonomy for both communities, Flanders and Wallonia. In the 1991, the autonomy 

strategy was decentralising federalism, but in 1995 I also noticed some confederalist 

elements as the programme presented more and more powers to the regions and 

also recognised Flemish community acting as an independent player at the European 

level, at least in matters where it has competence. By 2010, the situation evolved, and 

the Liberal Party, like the Christian Democratic Party, took the path exclusively 

towards confederalism. The Liberals wanted to make it clear that they stood for more 

 
1438 Hepburn Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. p. 42. 
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independent regions and communities, but that was the final stop: there was no 

possibility of moving towards independence. 

Capacity strategies 

In its 1971 party programme, the Liberal Party used capacity strategies in the field of 

culture. Even though the programme was overall Belgium-oriented, and even the 

cultural politics were presented from a Belgian perspective, it stated that the structure 

of radio end media should be adapted to the evolution of the country towards a full 

autonomy of communities in the cultural field. Thus, it operated to achieve cultural 

aims by using capacity strategies. As Hepburn mentions, there is a significant 

connection between controlling mass media and maintaining a particular identity1439. 

 In the 1990s, the PVV’s party programme highlighted the federalisation of social 

security. It criticised the fact that social security benefits were distributed very 

unevenly between Flanders and Wallonia. Hepburn calls this kind of strategy 

‘socioeconomic capacity,’ where richer regions may want to reduce their financial 

support to the centre1440. In the 1990s, the PVV also used cultural capacity strategies 

to realise territorial interests by concentrating on Flemish culture and presenting, in 

1991, the idea of ‘a new education for Flanders,’ where the emphasis was again on 

Flanders. 

In 1995, the party programme stood for the decentralisation of education. In 

addition, all kind of liberalisation in the context of media was seen as important. In 

one way, this can also be regarded as a cultural capacity strategy because, even though 

it eliminates the monopoly of regional TV, it also may increase the number of 

Flemish channels. The VLD suggested that a legal framework for independent 

private radios should be created, enabling them to operate in a professional 

manner.1441 

In its 1995 party programme, the VLD also used a political capacity strategy. It 

noted that the Flemish community should be able to participate directly in the 

decision-making process within the EU. Thus, it wanted Flanders to act as an 

independent player in the European fora. 

In 2010, the party programme focused on the cooperation between different 

regions and communities. The Open VLD concentrated on stronger and more 

powerful regions and communities but also placed a strong focus on Belgium. It did 

suggest that large sections of social security should remain at the confederation level. 

 
1439 Ibid. p. 47. 
1440 Ibid. 
1441 See section 4.3.3. 
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In addition, Open VLD wanted to have a confederal base for corporate income tax, 

which would have meant the same taxable base throughout the country, even if with 

the possibility for the regions to grant rebates or subsidies. Thus, it can be said to 

have used socioeconomic strategy. However, it is interesting that if already in 1990s 

PVV used the socioeconomic strategy by focusing on the federalisation of social 

security, and also on demanding fiscal responsibilities for communities, in 2010 

Open VLD still wanted to retain large sections of social security at the confederal 

level, and not to transfer all powers to the sublevel. 

6.1.1.4  Autonomy and capacity strategies of the regionalist and Flemish nationalist 
parties in recent decades 

Autonomy strategies 

Figure 4.  The development of the autonomy strategies in regionalist and Flemish nationalist parties’ 
programmes in recent decades 

  

 

As can be seen in figure 4, the regionalist party VU was already focused on 

decentralising federalism in 1971. The focus on Flanders and Dutch culture, as well 

as Dutch language, was very strong in the party programme of 1971. It continued at 

the beginning of 1990s as Flanders as an almost independent actor in the global fora 

came into the picture. According to the programme, Flanders should be fully 

recognised in the international fora. The programme presented the federal Europe 

of peoples and regions. Hence, it also contained some confederalist elements. The 

Flemish focus got stronger a few years later when it moved towards obtaining 

independence for Flanders. In 1995, the VU-VVD brought up the confederalist 
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model and stated directly in its party programme that the ultimate goal of state 

reform remained to achieve an independent Flanders. 

Although its 2010 party programme emphasised the confederal model and its 

benefits to all regions, the N-VA’s main goal was an independent Flanders. This was 

possible to read between the lines of the programme as it suggested that Flanders 

should evolve into a member state of the EU. All state reforms were seen only as 

steps that would lead to this goal. Everything led to Flanders’ independence. 

Capacity strategies 

In its 1971 programme, the regionalist party concentrated on cultural issues and used 

a cultural capacity strategy to achieve cultural aims, e.g. in the context of education, 

the party emphasised the importance of federalisation. The party programme 

focused on the role of Flanders in foreign policy and also highlighted the nations of 

Europe. This attitude continued in the 1990s when the VU-VVD focused on the 

federal Europe of peoples and regions. It demonstrated its views by noting that 

Flanders should be fully recognised in the international forum. In this way, it used 

political capacity to access the centre at the international level. 

In the 1991 and 1995 programme, the VU-VVD also used the cultural capacity 

and brought up its desire to preserve Flemish culture at the national and European 

level. It also presented the idea of the University of Flanders. The VU-VVD also 

brought up the polarity and imbalance between Flanders and Wallonia in the context 

of social security and called for the federalisation of social security in 1995. Here, the 

party used a socioeconomic capacity strategy. Thus, in the 1990s party programmes, 

the VU-VVD used several capacity strategies to realise territorial interests. 

In 2010, the N-VA continued mostly along the same line. As mentioned earlier, 

it suggested that Flanders should evolve into a member state of the EU and thus 

seek political representation at the international level. The party also emphasised the 

language issue, stating that all inhabitants should speak the language of the region in 

which they live. It also brought up the concern of the position of the Dutch language 

in Brussels. 

In the context of socioeconomic issues, the N-VA called for a confederal model 

in which all the regions would benefit, not only Flanders. The N-VA approached the 

issue with a more moderate view than in the programmes of the 1990s, focusing on 

the strong social and economic perspective of both Flanders and Wallonia. However, 

as mentioned above, behind this was the real goal: Flanders’ independence. 
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6.1.1.5  The attitudes of Flemish political parties towards extending autonomy in 
recent decades 

In figure 5, I present the attitudes of the Flemish political parties towards extending 

autonomy based on the theory of the specific categories of federal systems by Elazar 

with additional remarks by Watts1442. In addition, I have added one more category: 

an independent nation-state. In figure 5, the parties’ relationships with one another 

in recent decades can also be seen. As mentioned earlier, I concentrate on the 

following political systems: union, constitutionally decentralised union, federal–

unitary system, federation, federal–confederal system, confederation, and an 

independent nation-state. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1442 Watts Ronald L. (2013): Typologies of federalism. In Loughlin John, Kincaid John and Swenden 
Wilfried (eds.) Routledge Handbook of Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, London and New 
York. p. 20. 
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Figure 5.  Major Flemish political parties’ positions on the degree of autonomy in the light of political 
party programmes from 1971/1972 to 2010 
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Figure 5, which presents the position of Flemish political parties on the degree of 

autonomy, contains one of the main findings of this study. However, these results 

are indicative in nature and do not represent the exact place of the party. 

Nevertheless, as can be seen in the figure, political parties have handled institutional 

issues very differently regarding the level of autonomy. The level of autonomy also 

depends on the issue at hand. I have taken this into consideration, and this is why 

Watts’ hybrids, federal–unitary and federal–confederal, which combine the 

characteristics of different political systems, are useful. The political system itself is 

never a pure form1443, and there are always features from different political systems. 

For instance, a party can support autonomy in some issues, like culture, and be 

against it in others, like foreign policies. 

As can be seen in figure 5, in 1972, the PSB concentrated on decentralisation. 

Thereafter, it supported the federalisation process. However, in recent decades, there 

have been certain policies in which the party has felt that the national level should 

have decisive power. In 1991, especially in the context of foreign policies, the SP 

supported the idea that that region would also operate in the international arena, but 

the national government should, in the end, remain competent in principle with 

regard to regional powers. In the context of social security SP follows the same line 

noting that it is not for federalisation in that field. In other words, this can lead to 

the situation where constituent units become financially dependent on federal 

transfers – this is then called a federal-unitary system. 

Similar views also emerged from the discussion of 1988. Mr Pierre Chevalier (SP), 

in his speech, supported the government and its ambitious programme of 

communitarising and federalising the country. He called the situation a new and 

necessary phase. Thus, there was a certain understanding, or perhaps apprehension, that 

this federalisation and decentralisation would benefit the whole Belgium. He wanted 

to avoid any conflicts and focused on consensus and solidarity. 

In 1995, the SP supported federalisation and found it very important, but 

according to the party programme, in the context of social security as it was in 1991, 

wealthy Flanders should help the whole of Belgium, and federalisation was not an 

issue in that matter. However, in 2010, the sp.a advocated for cooperation between 

different levels. According to the party programme, the new state reform was the 

‘new deal’ between communities, regions, and the federal government, which would 

strengthen all levels and governments. This is a typical federation with strong 

 
1443 Burgess Michael (2013): The penumbra of federalism: In Loughlin John, Kincaid John and 
Swenden Wilfried (eds.): Routledge Handbook of Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, London 
and New York. p. 48. 
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constituent units and a strong federal government. Sp.a did support regions to have 

more power, but it also stood for a new state reform with a clear social objective, 

which would transfer more resources for the federal government. Thus, it 

highlighted also the federal government. The main focus was on a strong federation. 

In addition, the sp.a participated in making the latest state reform, which 

definitely gave more power to the regions. For example, it declared a substantial 

increase in fiscal autonomy for the regions. Ms Karin Temmermann (sp.a) also noted 

in her speech in 2013 that the sp.a wanted to reform and modernise Belgium instead 

of blocking its functioning. Naturally, it should be kept in mind that the new state 

reform was a compromise of different political parties, not only of sp.a.  

The Christian Democrats have had a different way of handling territorial 

autonomy and federalism in their party programmes. In 1971, the CVP wanted to 

move Belgium towards a more modern state, a more decentralised state. In 1991, the 

CVP supported extensive federalism, which was something different than how the 

SP dealt with federalism in its party programme. According to the programme, CVP 

wants to create an advanced federalism in Belgium i.e. more powers, in the fields of 

health care and fiscal responsibility, needed to be given to Flanders. A CVP 

prominent politician, Mr Eric van Rompuy, agreed with this view in his speech in 

1988 and reminded his audience that federalism was already implemented in their 

spirits and that young Flemings no longer had contact with the south. The party 

indeed stood strongly for federalism. 

The CVP also felt, in 1991, that Flanders should act in the international fora. 

Moreover, Flemish identity should be defended in Europe. These matters also 

reflected some confederalist elements, which means, as Popelier notes, that i.a. the 

autonomy of the sub-level has been highlighted and regional identity has been 

preferred to national identity1444. This continued in 1995, and an independently 

acting Flanders was the focus. Compared with the sp.a, the CD&V strove for much 

greater autonomy in its 2010 party programme, noting that its final goal was the 

confederal model with the centre of gravity on the federated states. However, 

according to Popelier CD&V more precisely stands for a ‘positive federalism’, which 

emphasises the role of sub-states, but does not endanger the survival of Belgium1445. 

 
1444 Popelier Patricia (2019): Crises, elections and state reforms in Belgium: A long and winding road 
to confederalism. In Europäischen Zentrum für Föderalismus-Forschung (EZFF): Jahrbuch des 
Föderalismus 2019. Föderalismus, Subsidiarität und Regionen in Europa. p.257-272. Nomos 
verlagsgesellschaft. Baden-Baden.  

1445 Ibid. 
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The Liberals hardly handled autonomy at all in 1971. There were only few 

mentions of regions and regionalisation. The reason for this might be the party’s 

internal contradictions, as mentioned above. The party programme was a national 

programme, which explains the lack of conversation on autonomy. In analysing the 

discussion of 1969, it is evident that French-speaking Liberals were very concerned 

about expanding cultural autonomy. For instance, the MP of the French-speaking 

Liberal party PLP, Mr Georges Mundeleer, was very anxious about cultural 

autonomy. For Mr Mundeleer, the double Senate was an impossible idea. According 

to him, it would constitute a threat to national unity. However, because of there were 

some mentions of regionalisation, I would place PVV in between union and 

constitutionally decentralised union.   

In 1991, the situation was very different, as the party was split along linguistic 

lines, and the PVV presented a true federal state. It included i.a. the federalisation of 

social security. In the parliamentary discussions of 1988, the same kind of opinion 

was expressed when Flemish Liberals admitted that the new state reform is 

important and the change must be accomplished because the world was changing.1446  

In 1995, the federalist trend continued and went even further towards more 

autonomous federated states as the VLD also stood for the idea that fiscal 

responsibilities should go to the communities. In addition, it noted directly that the 

Flemish community should be able to participate directly in the decision-making 

process within the European Union in areas falling within its competence. Thus, 

there also started to exist some confederalist elements. In 2010, the Open VLD 

presented a confederal model and promoted more independent regions. However, 

Open VLD was ready for example to retain large sections of social security at the 

confederal level. Thus, even if Open VLD stood for a confederal model, it did not 

want to transfer all powers to the federated states. It certainly did not support 

independence of Flanders. The Open VLD, like the CD&V, found that the 

confederal model was the final stop: there was no room for independence for 

Flanders.  

The views of Flemish Liberals were reflected in a speech by Mr Willem-Frederik 

Schiltz (Open VLD) in 2013. Mr Schiltz wanted to convey that although Belgium 

was a federalist state, it was also a united Belgium. Similarly, the Open VLD 

emphasised the confederal model in its 2010 party programme but also made it clear 

that Belgium was the most important. The sixth state reform was acknowledged as 

 
1446 In 1988 French-speaking liberals, on the other hand, were very concerned about united Belgium 
while words like separatism and apartheid were mentioned. There was a real fear about the future of 
Belgium.  
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an important step towards the confederal model. However, for the N-VA, this step 

was not big enough. 

Moreover, it is interesting that even if Open VLD supports confederal model and 

wants more powers to the federated states, it still wanted to give some of the powers 

over social security and taxation to the confederal government. In other words, 

compared to the party programmes of 1990s with the strong emphasis on fiscal 

responsibilities of the federated states and federalisation of social security, it seems 

that the Open VLD still in the 2010 programme did not want to give all the powers 

to the federated states, at least in the context of taxation and social security. Based 

on their research which was made in summer 2011 for 243 MPs (not only at the 

federal level but also at the regional level) Min Reuchamps, Jérémy Dodeigne and 

Dave Sinardet take up interesting findings concerning Open VLD1447. According to 

their research in the context of the new state reform, more precisely whether all 

powers should be exercised by the regions and the communities or be transferred to 

the federal level, Open VLD belonged to the same group as the sp.a and the most 

French-speaking parties having results between 3.93 and 4.901448. Comparing to the 

other political parties, N-VA and VB had results near 0 and CD&V on the other 

hand positioned itself at the great distance from N-VA and VB but with the average 

of 3 it also was far away from the other parties. However, according Reuchamps, 

Dodeigne and Sinardet there were also big differences inside the Open VLD as a 

quarter of MPs advocated far-reaching regional autonomy, while almost a third 

preferred to expand federal powers.1449 This research also demonstrates the fact that 

even though Open VLD supported confederal model in its party programme in 

2010, it advocated strongly united Belgium and was perhaps gradually going back 

towards a more federal model.  

This also was experienced in practice a few years ago as the resigning minority 

government1450 (MR, Open VLD and CD&V) closed the door for institutional 

debate by agreeing only on a minimalist list of provisions for future amendments.1451 

 
1447 Reuchamps Min, Dodeigne Jérémy and Sinardet Dave (2013): Parlementsleden over het Belgische 
federalisme. Samenleving & Politiek, Jaargang 20, nr.6, p.4-20. Stichting Gerrit Kreveld. 

1448 Scale was from 0 to 10, where 0 meant that all the powers should be exercised by regions and the 
communities and 10 meant, that all the powers should be transferred at the federal level. 

1449 Reuchamps Min, Dodeigne Jérémy and Sinardet Dave (2013): Parlementsleden over het Belgische 
federalisme. Samenleving & Politiek, Jaargang 20, nr.6, p.4-20. Stichting Gerrit Kreveld.  

1450 The government fell after the resignation of the N-VA ministers in December 2018. 

1451  Popelier Patricia (2019): Crises, elections and state reforms in Belgium: A long and winding road 
to confederalism. In Europäischen Zentrum für Föderalismus-Forschung (EZFF): Jahrbuch des 
Föderalismus 2019. Föderalismus, Subsidiarität und Regionen in Europa. p.257-272. Nomos 
verlagsgesellschaft. Baden-Baden. 
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This means that the hands of the new government are tied concerning the new state 

reform. It seems that Open VLD and CD&V put some barriers on the way towards 

more extensive confederalism which could also lead to the dissolution of the 

country. Naturally, at this point this does not matter because both parties are 

involved in the current ‘Vivaldi’ coalition (started as of 1 October 2020). The coming 

years will show what kind of list is coming before the next federal elections in 2024.  

The VU, on the other hand, had already dealt with federalism in its 1971 party 

programme. Similar outlines were also seen in the discussion from the end of the 

1960s. As was expected, the VU supported federalism. Federalism was seen in the 

1991 political party programme as a huge victory. In the 1988 discussion, Mr Victor 

Anciaux (VU) declared that it was actually the only solution to make a society in 

which both communities work together. In the context of social security VU-VVD 

was in the same line noting that the communities should be able to organise their 

social security themselves within a European solidarity entity. Moreover, it 

considered that the communities must develop their own policies and provide 

benefits to their own population. The development towards communities’ own 

social security policy was seen very important. The party programme also noted that 

Flanders should be fully recognised in the international arena. In 1995, state reforms 

were seen as a continuous movement. The VU-VVD stated in its party programme 

that the ultimate goal of state reform remains an independent Flanders. This was 

said very clearly, and it did not leave any room for speculation. The programme also 

presented the federalisation of social security and Flanders as an independent actor 

in the European arena. 

In 2010 the trend was the same. The N-VA stated that the first step would be the 

confederal model, but also noted that Flanders should evolve to become a member 

state of the EU. The N-VA also concentrated on Belgium and its bad political 

structure as well as Wallonia and how the confederal model would be the best choice 

for it. Compared to other political parties, the N-VA is the only one that stated that 

its goal was an independent Flanders. Thus, for N-VA confederalism contains more 

and more powers vested into the sub-states that leads to the dissolution of Belgium. 

It understands confederalism very differently compared to, e.g. CD&V, which stands 

for a ‘positive confederalism’1452. It definitely differs from how political parties 

understand confederalism. While for some parties it involves focusing more on sub-

 
1452 Popelier Patricia (2019): Crises, elections and state reforms in Belgium: A long and winding road 
to confederalism. In Europäischen Zentrum für Föderalismus-Forschung (EZFF): Jahrbuch des 
Föderalismus 2019. Föderalismus, Subsidiarität und Regionen in Europa. pp.257-272. Nomos 
verlagsgesellschaft. Baden-Baden. 
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states which do not endanger the country itself, some parties consider confederalism 

as the path to the dissolution of the country. 

In 2013, Mr Ben Weyts (N-VA) attacked the government and the new state 

reform, blaming in his speech the government for the excessive taxation of Flanders 

and for only passing on the invoices to Flemish people. The speech was colourful, 

and it was surely influenced by the forthcoming federal elections. Here also, as in 

many cases above, it can be seen how well discussions actually reflect the official 

party programmes. N-VA would have wanted a new, more confederalist, state 

reform. 

6.1.2 Nationalist dimension of the programmes and Parliament discussions 

Nationality or nationalism can involve a lot of different things. I have, in my analysis, 

leaned on Anderson’s theory of nationalism as he considers nationalism to be 

cultural artefacts of a particular kind.1453 In this concluding chapter, firstly, I explore 

how much party programmes concentrate on Flanders versus Belgium. This topic is 

somewhat problematic, especially when analysing the year 1995, because then there 

were also regional elections at the same time, resulting in different programmes for 

the VLD. Under these circumstances, some findings can still be made. Secondly, I 

concentrate on Flemish culture, especially on language. I look at what kind of 

development there has been regarding how political parties have handled the 

Flemish culture and language in their party programmes. 

Flemish political parties can be divided into three different groups according to 

how their political party programmes identify themselves as being pro-Flanders or 

Belgium and how they deal with cultural issues like the Dutch language. The first 

group contains the Socialists, the second group includes the Christian Democrats 

and the Liberal Parties, and the third group contains the regionalist and Flemish 

nationalist parties. 

In the first group, there is the PSB, SP, and sp.a, which identified with Belgium 

throughout all the decades. There was a little gap in the 1990s, when Flanders 

received more attention in the programme. Nevertheless, this did not mean that the 

significance of Belgium was any less. On the contrary, Belgium was always in the 

background.1454 Finally, in 2010, Belgium again became the focus. Cultural issues 

 
1453 Anderson Benedict (2016, originally published in 1983): Imagined Communities. Reflections on 
the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. CPI Group (UK), Ltd, Croydon. p. 4. 
1454 SP for instance noted that even though there is an autonomy in cultural issues, national legislature 
has the responsibility. 
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followed the same line: in the 1970s, they were handled lightly; in the 1990s, 

especially in 1991, they received more attention; then in 2010, Flemish culture was 

again brushed over, and the Dutch language did not gain a foothold. Naturally, the 

situation in 1972 was influenced by the fact that the party was still united and was 

split only after six years in 1978. 

The second group contains the CVP and CD&V as well as the PVV, VLD and 

Open VLD. They were also very Belgium-oriented in 1971. However, the CVP 

presented Flemish culture as a very important matter in 1971, whereas the PVV did 

not put the Flemish culture in focus. This might have been caused by the programme 

itself, which was a national programme. Nevertheless, in the 1990s, Flanders came 

to the centre. Even though the Liberal Party put both Belgium and Flanders in focus, 

depending on the matter that was discussed, it brought Dutch language and culture 

to the forefront, as did the CVP. The CVP focused on nationalist matters, like 

Flemish culture and language, a little more than the VLD, especially in 1995. In 

addition, within both parties, the contradictions between Dutch- and French-

speaking people, which increased further the Flemish consciousness, became 

obvious in 1990s. However, it should be mentioned that CVP raised already in 

1971(together with PSC) the situation of Brussels hoping that national cultures could 

meet there as equals. Nevertheless, both parties finally focused on the whole country, 

Belgium, in 2010. The main idea was cooperation and working together for a better 

future.  

Cultural issues were also handled briefly and not in separate chapters. The Open 

VLD did mention language briefly in the context of migration policy. For CD&V 

the position of Dutch-language in Brussels remained important. Nevertheless, the 

emphasis was definitely on the whole of Belgium and cooperation between the 

regions. Overall, focusing on Flanders and Flemish culture – including the 

contradictions between Flemish-speaking and French-speaking people – has been 

strong in recent decades compared with the Socialist parties. On the other hand, in 

the beginning of the 1970s all these traditional parties (especially Socialists and 

Liberals) were influenced by the intra-party contradictions, which must have affected 

strongly the party programmes i.e. it may have been difficult to put emphasis on 

Dutch language and culture, if there was for example a joint programme. 

The third group, containing the VU, VU-VVD and N-VA, differs from the earlier 

ones crucially. It always put Flanders first in recent decades. Also, Flemish culture 

and language received a lot of coverage in every political party programme analysed. 

When analysing discussions, it became clear that there was a strong emphasis on 
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Flemish culture and language within the VU.1455 Raising even more the national 

awareness, the VU-VVD declared in its party programme in 1995: language is the 

people. Although culture was not stressed as much in 2010 as it was in earlier years, 

it was clear how important Flemish culture and language was, for instance in the 

context of migration policies. Moreover, the VU and N-VA highlighted the cohesion 

of the Flemish people and the rise of national consciousness and Flemish 

nationalism through contradictions between Flanders and Wallonia as well as 

between Dutch-speaking people and French-speaking people. Indeed, Flemish 

nationalism was easy to see in the party programmes of the VU, VU-VVD and N-

VA in recent decades. 

6.1.2.1  Language as a separator 

The contradictions between the Flemish and French language have always been in 

the background of this analysis. Whether analysing political party programmes or 

parliamentary discussions, language issues have always been very sensitive and 

prominent in nature. The issues have definitely been one of the most significant 

factors that divide Belgium. 

The use of Dutch has taken a long journey towards an equal footing with French. 

Finally, Dutch became, together with French, the official language of the country in 

1898.1456 However, language conflicts did not end there. The emergence of the 

Flemish Movement is a good example of that as it has seen precisely as a reaction to 

the hegemony of the French language.1457 In the end, the political parties split along 

linguistic lines in the 1960s and 1970s. Language was definitely one of the main 

reasons behind the first state reform in 1970. Even after that, language remained one 

of the main reasons behind different conflicts. This was also seen in the political 

party programmes as well as in the discussions held in Parliament. 

All the Flemish parties handled the Dutch language to some extent, but there 

were a lot of differences in how they emphasised the language. As mentioned above, 

the Socialists stressed the matter the least. The CVP and CD&V, as well as PVV, 

VLD and Open VLD, put more emphasis on language issues, but the clear difference 

 
1455 See for instance the speech of Maurits Coppieters in chapter 5.1.1 The Plenary session of 11 March 
in 1969 or the comments of Hugo Covelier in section 5.2.2 The Plenary session of 14 July 1988. 
1456 Destexhe Alain (2009): Dates-Clés de l’histoire de Belgique. Leenprint, Eupen. p. 89. 
1457 Prinsloo Riana (2001): Subnationalism in a cleavaged Society with reference to the Flemish 
Movement since 1945. Faculteit Sociale Wetenschappen – Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, 
K.U.Leuven, Leuven. pp. 136-144. 
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was regarding the VU, VU-VVD and N-VA, which underlined the Dutch language 

the most. The discussions highlighted the tensions caused by language issues. The 

debate in 19881458 and the communication between Mr Schiltz, Mr Simons, and Ms 

Maes, illustrated how language caused a lot of tension and controversies. The same 

kind of situation was seen in the discussions between Mr de Decker, Mr Anciaux, 

Mr Moureaux, and Mr van Rompuy. These debates demonstrate the political 

atmosphere at the time and the tensions and suspicions that language aroused. 

Language has been one, if not the main, separator in Belgium. It has played this 

role more than once in Belgian political history. It has the power to connect people, 

but also to separate them. In Belgium, language issues have had a long history, and 

it seems that they are not going anywhere. For instance, the situation in the capital, 

Brussels, is unique. Even if there is a Flemish majority in Belgium, there is still a 

French-speaking majority in the capital. Although Brussels has legal bilingual status, 

French still is the language in general use.1459 Language itself, as Anderson has 

pointed out, is the basic element in the rise of national consciousness1460. At the same 

time, it is an important building material for national identity. 

6.1.3 European Union policies in Flemish political party programmes 

Flemish political parties can be divided into two different groups: firstly, there are 

traditional parties, like the Socialist parties, the Christian Democratic Parties, and the 

Liberal Parties. Secondly, there are regionalist Flemish nationalist parties, such as, 

the VU, VU-VVD, later the N-VA. Traditionally, the difference regarding the 

attitudes towards regionalist matters in the European arena has been significant, but 

in recent decades, in response to the decentralisation process, traditional political 

parties have started to focus on territorial issues and operate more in a regional 

context. In this chapter, I explore how different party programmes have dealt with 

regionalisation at the European level and how they have seen Flanders’ position in 

the European or global domain. Moreover, what kind of conclusions can be drawn 

from the development among Flemish political parties from 1970s to 2010. 

 
1458 See 5.2 Discussions Held in the Parliament in the 1980s. 
1459 Frognier André P., Quevit Michel and Stenbock Marie (1982): Regional Imbalances and Centre – 
Periphery Relationships in Belgium. In Rokkan Stein and Urwin Derek W (eds.): The Politics of 
territorial Identity. Studies in European regionalism. SAGE Publications Ltd, London. pp. 257-260. 

1460 Anderson Benedict (2016, originally published in 1983): Imagined Communities. Reflections on 
the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. CPI Group (UK), Ltd, Croydon. pp. 67-74. 
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Hepburn has noted a trend whereby territorial actors switched their focus from 

obtaining powers from the state in 1979–1987 to pursuing autonomy in Europe in 

1988–1994 and to concentrating again on the state as a guardian of territorial 

competences in 1995–2009.1461 This occurred, to an extent, among Flemish political 

parties. Among Flemish political parties, the focus on regionalisation in European 

policies took place in the early 1970s. The exception was the PVV, which barely 

mentioned regional issues at all in its party programme. This was influenced by the 

fact that the whole programme was a Belgium-oriented national programme. 

However, all the other parties handled regional matters, with the VU taking the 

strongest position, imagining Flanders, even in 1971, almost as an independent 

nation in the international fora, although mentioning that in some issues in the field 

of foreign policy the authority of central government is required. 

In 1991, all parties mentioned regionalisation in the European context. 

Regionalisation received attention also in the SP’s programme, although it 

concentrated mainly on social matters. However, it did take the line that the regions 

and communities should be able to exercise their allocated competences 

internationally, but also admitted that national level should remain competent in 

principle with regard to regional powers. The PVV, on the other hand, considered 

regions as important actors in the international arena and demanded prior consent 

of the regions and communities in all matters for which they are competent before 

Belgium could commit to these issues. Finally, the CVP saw Flanders as an 

independent actor in Europe. This is interesting, because the CVP, as a traditional 

party, concentrated on regional factors and tried to gain more power for Flanders in 

Europe. The VU-VVD continued along the same lines as VU had in the 1970s, 

placing even more emphasis on Flanders. According to VU-VVD Flanders should 

be fully recognised in the international arena. 

In 1995, things changed when the SP did not focus on regionalist affairs in 

European policies and concentrated more on social matters. In comparison, the 

VLD supported Flanders as a more independent actor. The CVP brought Belgium 

into the discussion again but still focused on Flanders as an independent player. The 

VU-VVD strengthened its attitudes towards regionalisation in Europe and 

considered Flanders to be its own country. Consequently, in the 1990s, the state-

wide (or rather, traditional) parties, especially the CVP and VLD, emphasised 

regionalist matters. 

 
1461 Hepburn Eve (2010): Using Europe. Territorial party strategies in a multi-level system. Manchester 
University Press. Manchester and New York. p. 221. 
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By 2010, the attention towards issues of regionalisation had been diminished, as 

Hepburn predicted. The N-VA was the only exception. It continued along the same 

path and even suggested that Flanders should pursue membership in the EU. 

Traditional parties focused more on the whole of Belgium and did not emphasise 

regionalist matters as much as they had in the 1990s. 

6.2 Searching for Flemish Identity 

In this section, I draw some conclusions about Flemish identity in the context of 

political party programmes. I analyse Flanders as an imagined political community, 

especially through Flemish language and culture. Anderson sees nations as imagined 

communities and emphasises the role of ‘national print-languages’ as a crucial 

element in the rise of national consciousness1462. Armstrong and Giddens also 

discussed the continuous reproduction of the pattern of values, symbols, memories, 

myths, and cultural traditions.1463 Saukkonen found that looking at people as a 

community based on a sense of cohesion is essential and that individuals’ 

identification with the nation-state and its symbols is maintained by the 

community.1464 In this section, I concentrate not only on Flemish language, culture, 

and symbols but also on the contradiction between ‘us’ and ‘others.’ According to 

Saukkonen, national identity can be seen as a form of collective identity1465. What 

matters the most is the social construction of the distinction and boundary between 

‘us’ and ‘others.’1466 

In reviewing the results, I also focus on nation-state identity. According to 

Saukkonen, another form of national identity is a nation-state identity, which 

contains a state identity1467. One of the most important aspects of state identity can 

be considered to be recognised state independence and sovereignty in the 

international system.1468 Thus, I address foreign policies and analyse how party 

programmes portrayed Flanders within the international fora, as a part of Belgium, 

 
1462 Anderson Benedict (2016, originally published in 1983): Imagined Communities. Reflections on 
the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. CPI Group (UK), Ltd, Croydon. pp. 67-74. 
1463 Smith Anthony D. (2001): Interpretations of National Identity. In Dieckhoff Alain and Gutièrrez 
Natividad (eds.): Modern Roots. Studies of national identity. Ashgate Publishing Limited, Hampshire. 
p. 30. 
1464 Saukkonen Pasi (1999): Suomi, Alankomaat ja kansallisvaltion identiteettipolitiikka. Kirjapaino 
Raamattutalo Oy, Pieksämäki. p. 56. 
1465 Ibid. pp. 39-40. 
1466 Ibid.  
1467 Ibid. p. 59. 
1468 Ibid. 
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or as an active, independent player. Moreover, I also consider the attitudes of party 

programmes towards extensive autonomy; in other words, did they see Flanders as 

an independent country or as part of Belgium. 

Figure 6.  Flemish identity in Flemish political party programmes in 1971/1972, 1991, 1995, and 
2010 

 

Figure 6 presents my conclusions on Flemish identity in the Flemish political party 

programmes. It highlights another important research question which concerns the 

development of the Flemish identity in Flanders in the context of political party 

programmes since the 1970s. As was the case with earlier figures, the results 

represented in figure 6 are indicative in nature. 

The Flemish identity in the Socialists’ programmes has been moderate, except in 

1991 when the emphasis on Dutch language and culture was clear, and regionalist 

matters received the most attention in foreign policy. The SP stood for regions and 

their ability to participate at the international level. Even though Dutch language was 

regarded as worth protecting, overall culture and language received only some 

attention, or barely attention at all, in 1995 and 2010. The Socialists concentrated 

totally on Belgium and cooperation between the regions. The emphasis was on 

cooperation instead of ‘us versus them’ comparison. Overall, it has been important 

to the Socialists to avoid all the conflicts or contradictions between regions. 

 Although the sp.a supported regionalisation and federalist development in 2010, 

it did not go any further towards confederalism or independence. It stood for the 
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whole of Belgium. In the context of foreign policy, Belgium was at the forefront. 

For the Socialists, Belgium was considered to be a united nation that thrived upon 

diversity, as Winter puts it1469. While the Flemish identity was moderate, the Belgian 

identity was strong in the Socialists’ programmes. 

The CVP and CD&V witnessed similar development, although the focus on 

Flanders in the 1990s was more comprehensive than the SP’s. Although the party 

programme was Belgium-oriented in 1971, it still focused on the importance of 

Flemish culture and regional Europe. Cultural autonomy was also seen as pivotal. In 

1991, Flemish identity was most intense, as it was directly emphasised. In the party 

programme, there was a strong contradiction between Flemish-speaking and French-

speaking people. Flanders was also seen as an independent player in the European 

arena. The situation shifted in 1995 as Belgium again became the focus. Flemish 

culture and language were still seen as very important, but Flanders was handled 

more as a part of Belgium. In the international arena, Flanders was still seen as an 

independent player, but Belgium got more attention than a few years earlier. 

In the party programme of 2010, Belgium was more the focus, although the 

programme also supported the shift towards confederalism. Dutch language 

remained important in the programme, especially in the context of Brussels and 

immigrants. Nevertheless, in the international context, Belgium was at the forefront. 

Belgian identity naturally becomes stronger as Flemish identity weakens; however, it 

is possible to maintain both identities, Belgian and Flemish. This kind of situation 

can be seen in the 2010 party programme, which emphasised the path towards 

confederalism but focused on togetherness and cooperation between regions and 

communities at the same time. 

As can be seen in figure 6, the Liberal Party had the weakest Flemish identity in 

the beginning of 1970s. This is due, at least in part, to the program, which was 

national in nature. On the other hand, also the Socialist or the Christian Democratic 

party was not officially split yet in 1971. Nevertheless, I came to the conclusion of a 

weak Flemish identity because, where regionalisation was emphasised, e.g. in the 

Socialists’ programme, the Liberals did not take a stance for or against extending 

autonomy and hardly mentioned regionalisation at all. In addition, the PVV handled 

cultural politics mainly from a Belgian perspective. Even Dutch language was barely 

mentioned at all. Moreover, there were no mentions of regional Europe, as in the 

Socialists’ programme.  

 
1469 Winter Elke (2011): Us, them and others. Pluralism and national identity in diverse societies. 
University of Toronto Press, Toronto. pp. 77-87. 
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However, the situation changed, as can be seen in figure 6. In 1991, the Liberals 

focused on the federal state as well as on the role of regions at the international level. 

The Flemish culture and language were emphasised, and there was a clear separation 

between ‘us,’ Flemish-speaking people, and ‘them,’ French-speaking people. 

Although there were two different party programmes in 1995 — one for regional 

elections and one for federal elections1470 — some conclusion can still be made. In 

1995, the Liberals stood for enlarged autonomy and emphasised the role of the 

regions in European arena noting that Flemish community should be able to 

participate in the EU. The party programme also continued to make the comparison 

between ‘us’ and ‘them.’ However, in 2010, Belgian identity was at least as strong as 

Flemish identity, as the focus of the party programme was on the whole of Belgium. 

Confederalism was supported, but togetherness and cooperation between all 

Belgians were in the forefront. Cultural politics was not handled separately. Language 

was mentioned very briefly in the context of migration policy. The focus was also 

on Belgium in the context of foreign policy. Like the CD&V, the Open VLD also 

supported the path, which would lead towards confederalism. But it also made clear 

that independence for Flanders was out of the question. 

The VU, VU-VVD and N-VA differ radically from other parties analysed. In 

their party programmes, Flanders was always at the forefront, from 1971 to 2010. 

Even in 1971, the VU concentrated on federalism, and Flanders was clearly at the 

forefront, although the party programme admitted that some issues required central 

government. Overall, cultural issues were handled broadly, and the language battle 

was seen as a social battle. 

In 1991, federalism was strongly supported. The party programme declared how 

Flemish people had been humiliated in the past by not being allowed to speak their 

own language. The contradiction between ‘us’ and ‘them’ was visible, which 

increased the feeling of sameness. The programme called for the international 

recognition of Flanders. The Flemish identity got stronger as the party programme 

stood for the independence of Flanders and declared a strong identity in 1995. 

Contradictions between ‘us’ and ‘them’ continued, and e.g. language laws were still 

considered unequal. Flanders was seen as an independent actor in the international 

fora. The Dutch language and culture were strongly emphasised.  

The same kind of trend continued in 2010, although the programme no longer 

presented the idea of an independent Flanders directly. However, it supported the 

idea that Flanders should evolve towards membership in the EU, which practically 

 
1470 It is obvious that Flemish programme put focus on Flanders and national programme more on 
Belgium. 
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contained the idea of an independent Flanders. The main emphasis was on 

confederalism. The most interesting point was the suggestion to limit the role of the 

king of Belgium only to the ceremonial duties. This was an interesting topic because 

it interfered with the king’s rights. The king is one of the main symbols of Belgium, 

and the N-VA proposed to weaken the rights of the king. N-VA also found that 

preserving the Dutch language was important and raised the contradictions between 

Dutch and French languages e.g. in the field of police forces (bilingual problem). 

Nevertheless, the most interesting matter that arose from the analysis was the fact 

that N-VA stood for an independent Flanders. Thus, it is ready to split up the whole 

country and establish a new one. 

Considering the analysis above, I conclude that the strongest Flemish identity 

existed in the party programmes of the VU, VU-VVD and N-VA. They consistently 

underscored the Flemish nationalist dimension, be that Flemish history, language, 

culture, or other Flemish symbols. This was also seen in the discussions where the 

politicians of the VU and N-VA eagerly defended the Flemish language and 

highlighted cultural traditions, like the Flemish national holiday. Moreover, the party 

supported the independence of Flanders and wanted it to separate from Belgium. 

Thus, it barely had a Belgian identity at all. 

The Liberal Parties and the Christian Democratic Parties also had a Flemish 

identity but not as strong as that of the VU, VU-VVD and N-VA. They brought up 

Flemish issues occasionally, especially in the 1990s, but for them, a united Belgium 

was also very important. Therefore, they did not support an independent Flanders 

either, as they wanted this expanding of autonomy to end with the confederal model. 

These parties also had a strong or at least moderate Belgian identity.  

The Socialists differed from the Liberals and the Christian Democrats because it 

focused totally on Belgium and only a little on Flanders. Overall, the Flemish identity 

in the Socialists’ programmes was moderate, except in 1991 when the emphasis on 

Dutch language and culture was clear, and regionalist matters received the most 

attention in foreign policy. Thus, it had a strong Belgian identity and a moderate 

Flemish identity.  

6.3 Summary of the Main Results 

In this section, I present the key findings identified through the analysis of 

parliamentary discussions and the political party programmes of the main Flemish 

political parties in recent decades, as conducted above. 
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Firstly, there were clear differences between the political party programmes’ 

attitudes towards extending autonomy. The Socialists emphasised a united Belgium 

more than other political parties, even though it supported decentralisation and 

federalism. The Liberal party and the Christian Democratic party both demanded 

confederalism in their 2010 party programmes, wanting to go a step further. 

However, they also concentrated on a united Belgium. As a consequence, the 

confederal model would be the final step — independence for Flanders was out of 

the question. However, the VU, VU-VVD and N-VA understood confederalism in 

a different way compared to Christian Democrats and Liberals. Regionalist and 

Flemish nationalist parties did support an independent Flanders but admitted that it 

would happen gradually. Their first goal was a federal state that would transform 

into a confederal state over time. For them a confederal country would lead to an 

independent Flanders. Thus, the differences between these Flemish political parties 

were obvious; only the Liberal parties and the Christian Democratic parties were, to 

a great extent, in line with this matter. 

Secondly, the focus on nationalist issues, like Dutch language and culture, went 

somewhat hand in hand with the attitudes towards extending autonomy, more 

precisely whether party saw Flanders’ future as an independent country or as a part 

of Belgium. The Socialist parties, which focused on a united Belgium in institutional 

issues, applied the same opinion in the context of Dutch language and culture. Even 

though it focused more on Flemish culture and language in the 1990s, the main focus 

was always on Belgium. The Liberals and Christian Democrats focused more on 

Flemish nationalist matters, especially in the 1990s, as the same kind of trend was 

seen in their views towards extending autonomy. By 2010, even though the two 

parties stood for confederalism, the main concern was what would benefit the whole 

of Belgium. Cultural issues were not at the forefront, although the CD&V addressed 

some cultural matters in its party programme. The VU, VU-VVD and N-VA, on the 

other hand, dealt the most with nationalist matters over the decades. In its 2010 party 

programme, cultural issues were not stressed as much, but it still became clear how 

important Dutch language and culture were for the N-VA. Moreover, N-VA 

suggested that the role of the king should be limited. 

Thirdly, the same kind of development can also be seen in parties’ EU policies. 

Regionalisation in EU policies were already being introduced in the early 1970s. In 

the 1990s, regionalisation received more space in the party programmes, and 

Flanders was seen as an independent actor in the EU arena. In addition to the 

regionalist party, the VU-VVD, the traditional parties, especially the CVP and VLD, 

focused on regionalist matters in the 1990s. Even SP underscored the Flemish 
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regional policy in the European fora. SP also stressed the role of the regions as active 

players, albeit together with national government, in the international arena in the 

1991 party programme. By 2010, emphasis on regionalist matters was down except 

in the party programme of the N-VA. It even suggested that Flanders should pursue 

membership in the EU. 

Fourthly, the existence of national identity fit naturally with the emphasis on 

Dutch language and culture but also with the views about expanding autonomy and 

attitudes towards regions’ positions in the international fora. The Socialist parties, 

which discussed Dutch language and culture the least and emphasised a united 

Belgium, had the strongest Belgian national identity and the weakest Flemish 

national identity. In comparison, the VU, VU-VVD and N-VA, which focused the 

most on Dutch language and culture and saw Flanders as an independent country in 

the future as well as an independent player in the international fora, had the strongest 

Flemish national identity and the weakest Belgian national identity. The Liberals and 

Christian Democrats aligned somewhere in the middle. 

Fifthly, historical development followed somewhat the same path for every 

political party. In the 1970s, the emphasis was on the whole of Belgium; only the VU 

emphasised directly Flanders and federalism. In addition, especially Christian 

Democrats but also Socialists found regionalisation and decentralisation important. 

By the 1990s, every party had shifted their views towards federalism, except for the 

VU-VVD, which stood for an independent Flanders in its 1995 party programme. 

Similarly, emphasis on nationalist matters, like culture and language, was at its 

greatest level in the 1990s. One reason for this might be the fact that Belgium had 

just become a federal state in 1993 and parties obviously wished to highlight 

Flanders. This certainly influenced the VU-VVD’s 1995 party programme, which 

mentioned an independent Flanders – the first step was taken, it was time to take 

the second one. 

Nevertheless, the focus on regionalisation was at its peak in the 1990s, among 

traditional parties, like the SP, CVP and VLD. Then again, by 2010, all parties were 

concentrating more on the whole of Belgium. Even the N-VA, though the emphasis 

was – at least between the lines – still on independence, also focused on the situation 

in Wallonia and the benefit of all Belgians. Belgium had been in a political crisis since 

2008 and was without a government for a long time. Perhaps, parties wanted their 

party programmes to encourage settling down a little bit and focusing on the whole 

country and all Belgians. Overall, although there were clear differences between 

parties, their development was fairly similar. 
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Finally, the discussions and debates analysed supported all the findings found in 

the political party programmes. The discussions held in Parliament and the 

politicians who took the floor and made speeches were mostly in line with their party 

programmes. This was naturally affected by the fact that parties themselves choose 

who was allowed to make a speech. Thus, it is unlikely that a politician who disagreed 

with the party would be able to make a speech. Overall, the discussions and debates 

did not only add value and support to the analysis but also opened a window into 

the political reality that existed during the periods examined, which was a very 

interesting, complementary element to my dissertation. 

6.4 The Future of Flanders: Together or Separate? 

The demand of Flemish people for cultural autonomy led to the first state reform in 

1970, when cultural communities were established. Afterwards, Belgium took the 

path towards federation, which was accomplished when the country transformed 

into a federal state in 1993. The change was enormous and did not come easily. The 

reform process was difficult, and it took time to resolve all the problems so that new 

political institutions could be established. However, the ultimate solution was a 

federation – in a Belgian way. The Belgian federal system is unique and extremely 

complex, with almost no similarities to classic federations. In fact, Belgian federation 

displays some characteristics of confederalism. As Deschouwer puts it, ‘it is a perfect 

example of a hybrid state, a state that used to be unitary but that was slowly 

transformed without a clear plan and without a clear view on what the end point 

could or should be’1471. 

One might think that becoming a federation finally would be the end of all 

institutional changes, but Belgium continues to undergo change. New state reforms 

have been made since 1993, the last one in 2011, and I envisage that new ones are 

yet to come. It seems that Belgium has tried to find a balance ever since it declared 

independence, and federalism has been just one step towards this equilibrium. For 

the most part, however, all this has happened step by step, without greater 

turbulence. Federalism has enabled Belgium to move towards extending more 

autonomy, confederalism, peacefully and to move forward. The main driver has been 

politics, not violent conflict. 

 
1471 Deschouwer, Kris (2013): The Belgian Federation. A labyrinth state. In Loughlin John, Kincaid 
John and Swenden Wilfried (eds). Routledge Handbook of Regionalism and Federalism. Routledge, 
London and New York. p. 221. 
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However, although Belgium is moving forward, and no one knows who actually 

leads the whole process behind the main stage, we can still identify one leading factor 

pulling the strings – language. Language seems to be at the apex of everything, be it 

about political parties or cultural problems. Language has set the scene in the past 

and is still predominantly defining the whole country today. Nevertheless, the main 

question might be: Is language such a major issue that it could split the whole 

country? 

After the 2007 parliamentary elections, Belgium was in deep political chaos. 

Eventually, events deteriorated to the point where there was no other choice than 

premature elections in summer 2010. However, the new elections did not remedy 

the situation; on the contrary, they escalated it even more. The parties that emerged 

as winners, PS and N-VA, had very different goals. This led to the situation where 

Belgium was without a government for 541 days. Finally, a solution was found, and 

N-VA was forced out of government negotiations. Belgium survived, and a new state 

reform was carried out in 2011. However, after the 2019 election, Belgium again 

pushed itself into a dead end. The situation was perhaps even more dramatic than in 

2010, as the extreme Flemish nationalist party, Vlaams Belang got 18 seats (out of 

150) in a federal parliament as it received 15 additional seats. N-VA had 25 seats and 

French-speaking Socialist party, PS, 20 seats. As one can imagine, the negotiations 

were extremely difficult once again. However, the solution in the Belgian way - after 

tension has grown first higher and higher – was found after all possible compositions 

for gouvernement formateurs were reviewed. The new ‘Vivaldi’ government was 

established finally in October 2020, in the middle of corona crisis.  

As happened in 2010, the biggest Flemish parties, N-VA and this time also VB, 

were excluded from the government. It is very likely that after 2024 federal elections 

government formation will be harder than ever, even critical for the united Belgium, 

if Flemish nationalists further increase their support. Naturally, the current 

government must first endure until then. It would not be the first time in the Belgian 

history if premature federal elections were to take place. As Peters has noted, the 

future challenges for governing Belgium include a more fragmented party system 

and the increasing power of Flemish nationalist parties1472. The question is how, for 

instance, the VB will form a coalition with other parties, and what will happen if 

party politics becomes less cooperative and less consociational1473. In other words, 

how long Belgium can be governed in a consociational way if there are no 

 
1472 Peters B. Guy (2009): Consociationalism, Corruption and Chocolate: Belgian Exceptionalism. In 
Brans Marleen, De Winter Lieven and Swenden Wilfried(eds.): The Politics of Belgium. Institutions 
and policy under bipolar and centrifugal federalism. Routledge, Oxon. pp. 225-226. 
1473 Ibid. 
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cooperative leaders to keep the system going. As Lijphart stresses, the cooperation 

of the leaders is pivotal. On the other hand, will a federal level be necessary at all if 

the federated states, with functional parliaments, have more and more decision-

making power within different fields of competence? How long is it possible or even 

necessary to govern Belgium? Would it not be easier to just split apart? Or is it still 

possible, once again, to find a compromis à la Belge? 

Nevertheless, European events, especially in Catalonia and Scotland, are 

inevitably affecting the situation in Belgium. If one followed the Catalan riots, one 

wondered whether such disruptions are possible in Belgium, too. History tends to 

repeat itself, and what happened in Leuven in the 1960s is not so long ago. What 

happens in Scotland after Brexit? There has also been a lot of discussion about 

possible independence for the northern part of the United Kingdom. Until now, 

autonomy has been expanded for Flanders step by step through state reforms, but 

history has also shown that Flemish people are proud of their language and culture 

and are ready to work for greater independence. The near future will also tell how 

Belgium survives in the turmoil of corona crisis. The second wave has been even 

more devastating than the first one.  Much depends on how well the new 

government succeeds in its mission and what is the situation when the crisis is over 

– what happens in the next federal elections in 2024? In any case, the political parties 

that aspire to the independence of Flanders are very popular, which definitely poses 

challenges to a united Belgium. More or less, the real question is whether Flemish 

people are ready for another compromis à la Belge, or is it time to have Flanders for 

themselves – Vlaanderen aan de vlamingen? 
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