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Flemish nationalism and constitutional politics

The main actors of constitutional politics in Belgium are without doubt political parties. This can come as no surprise given their dominance in Belgium’s political system as a whole (De Winter & Dumont, 2006). More specifically, constitutional reforms – state reforms as they are commonly referred to in Belgium – are essentially confined to the presidents of political parties and their entourage, generally made up of a limited number of other top politicians and institutional experts of the party (the latter are often referred to as ‘sherpa’s’). 

The political parties that negotiate such a state reform generally dispose of the required majorities in parliament. For constitutional reform in the strict sense of the word a two thirds majority is needed in the Chamber and the Senate, which can only revise those articles of the Constitution that have been opened for revision by a common declaration of a parliamentary majority and the federal government in the previous legislature. However, for a reform of Belgian federalism, the revision of so-called ‘special laws’ is at least as important, as they detail most of the distribution of competences and the organisation of financial flows between the different government levels in the Belgian federal system. They require a double majority to be revised: a two thirds majority in both houses of parliament, as well as a simple majority in both language groups in both Chambers. ‘Delivering’ this type of majority to vote the sixth, most recent state reform, in the end required eight political parties.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Parliaments in their own right, as well as (central or constituent units) governments do generally not play an important role in the negotiation of change to the constitutional order. In a preliminary stage, discussion and negotiation on constitutional reform in Belgium may however sometimes be attributed to some form of commission or working group which will include politicians with different functions and from different levels. However, again, the members of these bodies are appointed by the political parties and should in the first place be considered as party representatives. In any case, it is not in this type of body that the actual constitutional reform is decided, it is at the most prepared there (see Sinardet 2012 for the example of the COSTA in the negotiation process of the fifth reform of the Belgian state). 

The division on constitutional politics in Belgium is also not so much a centre-periphery one, since the conflicts on constitutional reform do not really oppose a central government to regional governments. Rather it opposes political parties in favour of more decentralization to parties in favour of a constitutional status quo and/or in recent years also increasingly favouring forms of re-centralisation. This is because the federal level has largely been devised as a consociational system based on the two main language groups, the Dutch-speaking and French-speaking one representing respectively about 60% and 40% of the Belgian population (Sinardet, 2010). Due to this it is impossible to speak of ‘majority nations’ and ‘minority nations’ in the way that is the case in many other ‘multinational’ democracies. Another element that hampers a centre/periphery division is that Belgium’s party system is largely split on a language basis. With the exception of the radical left PVDA/PTB, which is a unitary party that has entered federal parliament in 2014, all other parties are either Flemish or francophone parties. This is of course different to the situation in most other federal countries where more parties are organised at the federal level with regional branches or sometimes different regional parties organised at the regional levels. 

Political parties are thus the main actors but also the main forces driving constitutional reform in Belgium. This is particularly the case for sub state nationalist parties, as Belgium is no exception to the rule that ‘nationalism is a central and enduring political force of multinational democracies’, bringing demands for self-determination and decentralization at the heart of constitutional politics (see introduction of this book). Therefore in the past, sub state nationalist parties have been one of the main driving forces behind constitutional politics, if not as one of the main actors at the negotiating table, at least as the actors that put constitutional reform high on the political agenda. Constitutional politics have always been the main priority for these parties, who entertained a strenuous relationship with the Belgian state. 

Flemish-nationalist parties in particular would only contemplate participating in a Belgian government if they had sufficient guarantees that it would execute a major constitutional reform strongly reinforcing Flemish autonomy. This was the ideological and strategic line followed by the main Flemish-nationalist party Volksunie during its entire existence, spanning, different decades, as well as initially by it’s successful successor N-VA. In 2011, the N-VA even considered that a detailed agreement on a sixth reform of the Belgian state was a prerequisite to start negotiations on the formation of a federal government. This resulted in Belgium breaking the world record of government formation longevity with 541 days, even if actually 485 of these were almost entirely used for constitutional reform negotiations, with the actual government formation only starting after a definitive agreement on this had been found. At that point, the N-VA had left the negotiation table, mostly because it considered that the constitutional reform proposals did not reinforce Flemish autonomy strongly enough. And without this, a federal government participation could not even be considered for a second.

Within this light it is at first sight totally startling that only three years later, after it’s most important electoral success to date, the same party decided to participate in a Belgian federal government without any form of constitutional reform being even envisaged. The federal government agreement that was signed by N-VA in 2014 was even the first in three decades that did not contain a single reference to constitutional reform. Through a Belgian government participation the N-VA could even endanger further constitutional reform in the future, since it ‘risked’ to have to defend the federal policies it contributed to, thus showing that it was possible to conduct policies at the Belgian federal level which are beneficial to the Flemish community. How can we explain that the N-VA totally departed from the strategy followed by Flemish nationalism for decades, which saw pushing for constitutional politics as it’s main goal? 

Part of the answer lies in the link that the N-VA (and others before) have made between constitutional politics and the quest for more Flemish autonomy on the one hand and the socio-economic left-right divide on the other. Therefore, we will first discuss more into detail the relation between the ethno-linguistic and the socio-economic cleavage in Belgium historically, before we will focus more strongly on how this plays out in the more recent shift in discourse and strategy of Flemish nationalism, also aided by data from a large scale electoral survey and MP survey that contribute to explain this shift.


 



The linguistic and socio-economic cleavage in Belgium: cross-cutting and partially overlapping

Belgian society and politics have traditionally been characterised by three so-called fault lines, that structured political cleavages and conflicts (Huyse, 1981; Witte, 2009; Mabille 1993). The philosophical fault line divided Catholics and freethinkers, the socio-economic one separated between labour and capital (or left and right) and an ethno-linguistic or regional fault-line divided Dutch-speakers and French-speakers. 

While the philosophical cleavage was for a long time crucial in Belgian history, this gradually disappeared to the background in the second half of the twentieth century, particularly after some fundamental compromises were reached on the question of schools in the 1950s which pacified one of the main ongoing conflicts between catholics and freethinkers. The socio-economic cleavage was also in part pacified through a Social Pact installing an institutionalised system of social dialogue between trade unions and employer’s organisations in Belgium from the end of the Second World War onwards. Nevertheless, the left-right divide continued to be central to Belgian politics, similarly to most other West-European states. The linguistic cleavage has developed gradually since the second half of the 19th century. It became central to Belgian politics in the second half of the 20th century and lead to a gradual federalisation of Belgium from 1970 onwards, through six constitutional reforms or ‘state reforms’ in some four decades.

To a large extent these different cleavages were cross-cutting. However, they have also to some extent overlapped. While the Flemish (nationalist) movement was dominantly catholic and right wing, the Walloon (regionalist) movement was mostly secular and - when it developed more into a kind of mass movement in the 1960s – left wing. This coincided with a more general voting pattern in both regions which lead the catholic party and socialist party to be the leading political forces in respectively the north and the south of the country, contributing to their stances sometimes being associated with those of the Flemish and Walloon region as a whole. 

According to sociologist Luc Huyse (1981: 124), the gain of importance of the ethno-linguistic cleavage from the 1960s onwards, can in part be explained by how pacification of the other two main divisions in Belgian political life was not as complete as it might have seemed. Strong factions within both majority groups (catholics in Flanders, socialists in Wallonia) opposed the status quo, that had taken form in pacts and found in regional and cultural ideas ‘new, more compelling instruments for the diffusion of their clerical/anticlerical or socioeconomic blueprints’, leading Huyse to conclude that ‘the federalist idea became more attractive to more people in the 1970s not strictly for linguistic or cultural or ethnic reasons, but because it bears the promise of the ultimate achievement of socialism in Wallonia and of a sort of Catholic model of societal harmony in Flanders’. 
It can therefore not come as a surprise that in recent decades, the Flemish catholic party and to a lesser extent also other right wing parties have most strongly adopted positions in favor of regional autonomy, prompting phases of constitutional politics, with the Flemish socialists and greens generally being more reluctant. The south shows a mirror image, with constitutional reform mostly being advocated by the francophone socialists – certainly in the 1970s and 1980s – and the French-speaking catholics being most reluctant. 

The connection between the Walloon movement and the labour movement developed together with the industrial decline hitting the Walloon region, and mostly the old industrial areas in the provinces of Hainaut and Liège. The trade unions there felt frustrated in their attempts to address the developing economic crisis with left wing, Marxist, recipes which they felt they couldn’t apply within the Belgian framework dominated by Flemish right wing catholics, sometimes referred to as ‘l’Etat CVP’. This resulted in demands for socio-economic autonomy, which combined with Flemish demands for cultural autonomy resulted in the creation of two types of federated entities in Belgium: regions and communities. From the 1970s this regionalist position was increasingly adopted by the French-speaking socialist party, coming to a peak when the party was in opposition in the 1980s.  However, since the state reform of 1993 the Parti Socialiste become much more hesitant in advocating federal reform and later downright hostile to further large scale decentralisation, followed in this stance to more or less extent by all French-speaking parties. This can be attributed to the fact that the socio-economical and financial situation of the Walloon region was such that it was not perceived in its interest to regionalize many more competences. At the same time, however, right wing circles in Flanders continued to advocate more autonomy.
Clearly, partisan interests also came into play. It is not a coincidence that Flemish Christian-democrats and French-speaking socialists became strong defenders of regionalization when their hopes to gain an overall majority became quite unrealistic and they realized they would always have to share power in a Belgian government. Decentralization in those days created a Christian-democratic Flemish state and a Walloon socialist state. Also, the consociational mould in which federalization in Belgium was carried through, strengthened the logic that the regional balance of power would generally also be respected in national coalition-making, turning a coalition of Christian-democrats and socialists into the most evident formula for a very long time (cf Swenden, 2002).
 
This short history shows that when the ethno-linguistic and socio-economic cleavage tended to (partially) overlap, this was a motor for constitutional politics. Indeed, the first four constitutional reforms (1970, 1980, 1988, 1993) were at least partially driven by socio-economic positioning, certainly in the south of the country.

Today’s Flemish nationalist discourse: overlapping cleavages
The socio-economic and ethno-linguistic cleavages have probably never overlapped so much as in the discourse of the N-VA (New Flemish Alliance). Initially this was however not that clearly the case. The N-VA is a spin-off of the Volksunie, which disappeared as a party in 2001 because of irreconcilable differences between a more moderate and progressive wing on the one hand and a more radical nationalist and conservative wing on the other, the latter going on to form N-VA (Noppe & Wauters, 2002). The actual reason for the split was disagreement on whether to support a state reform agreement, the so-called Lambermont reform (Sinardet, 2012). 

At the national elections of 2003 the N-VA was able to pass the electoral threshold of 5 per cent in only one constituency and thus obtained 1 MP. Given its uncertain survival, the party decided to form an electoral alliance, a so-called cartel, with the Christian Democratic CD&V. This performed well and enabled the N-VA to fill in executive positions in the Flemish government since 2004. At the national elections of 2007 CD&V/N-VA also obtained a good result but tensions on the strategy to obtain a new constitutional reform and form a federal government led to the end of the cartel in 2008 (Deschouwer, 2009). However, on it’s own again, the N-VA became more successful as ever: from 2010 onwards it became the largest party in Belgium, while in 2014 it attracted almost one third (32,6 %) of Flemish voters.  
	
From its creation in 2002, the first article of the N-VA statutes stipulates that the party strives towards an ‘independent republic of Flanders, member state of a democratic European Union’. Contrary to the extreme right Vlaams Belang, it has generally not pleaded for immediate unilateral secession but rather for a gradual disappearance of the Belgian state through a process of constitutional politics. However, even though independence clearly remains in the statutes of N-VA and was initially publicly advocated, in its public discourse the party has gradually moved away from this position. During the electoral campaign of 2010, other Flemish parties were regularly pointing out that the N-VA was in fact separatist, knowing this might frighten voters, while the party itself tried to avoid the subject.  Instead of outright separatism, the N-VA started to defend ‘confederalism’, a concept which however remained quite vague for a long time. In January 2014 the N-VA organised a conference to elaborate what it actually meant by it. Analysis of the conference resolutions show that the N-VA’s model is not an actual confederation (which supposes independent states signing a treaty), but still comes quite close to it (Popelier & Sinardet 2012). Even though new states would not actually be created, a treaty between Flanders and Wallonia would replace the Belgian constitution, delegates of the Flemish and Walloon parliaments would constitute a ‘confederal’ parliament and the Flemish and Walloon governments would appoint a ‘confederal’ government with a rotating prime minister that would only have very limited competences left. But while this comes close to a confederation and thus to a far-reaching dismantling of Belgium, the media discourse by its hugely popular president Bart De Wever which accompanied the proposals sounded quite different. Actually, typical Belgian unionist arguments were used to communicate on a proposal which entailed a quasi-split of Belgium: the proposals were framed as a Belgium 2.0, it was said that the Belgian level would still have important powers and that this solution would pacify relations between the language groups for good. This was linked to a broader shift in discourse by the N-VA, which brings us to its vision on the relation between the ethno-linguistic and socio-economic fault line. 
 
In the past Flemish nationalists generally used a traditional nationalist discourse, stating that nation and state should be congruent (cf. Gellner 1983). The demand for Flemish independence – or at least for increased autonomy – was presented as the logical and legitimate consequence of the existence of a Flemish identity, people or nation. However, nationalist parties did not have the monopoly on this type of nationalist arguments. They were for instance also used by the Christian-democrat leader of the Flemish government in the 1990s, who strongly relied on the existence of a Flemish identity, reinforced by nation building policies of his government, to advocate further transfer of competences from Belgium to Flanders.

Party political Flemish nationalism largely abandonned these traditional nationalist arguments, as these didn’t appear to be a guarantee for electoral success. Rather, under its president, Bart De Wever, N-VA shifted its emphasis to a more conservative, right wing liberal socio-economic platform. Flemish autonomy was no longer presented as being an end in itself but as a means to be able to conduct a more right wing policy in tune with electoral results in the Flemish part of the country, mostly on socio-economic issues as well as migration. The argument became that the Flemish electorate votes for liberal economic reforms, a decrease in taxation, stricter immigration, etc but that because of opposite choices made by francophone voters and the subsequent dominance of the French-speaking socialists in the federal government Flemish voters do not get the policies they vote for.  The N-VA discourse speaks of ’two democracies’ within Belgium, a more right wing Flemish democracy and a more left wing francophone democracy, thus effectively linking the socio-economic and the linguistic cleavage.

When we reverse left and right this is a discourse quite similar to that of the Scottish nationalists who in the 2014 referendum campaign presented a 'yes' to Scottish independence as opening the way to a more left wing future, freed of the Tories who dominate Great-Britain but do not represent the choices of the Scottish voters. Of course, Scots are a 10% minority in the UK while Flemish form the majority in Belgium, having delivered Belgium's prime minister for decades in a row. But that did not stop N-VA from presenting previous federal governments as dominated by the Parti Socialiste. The president of N-VA, Bart De Wever, has acknowledged this strategy, saying the work of Miroslav Hroch inspired him: ‘What an insight! Nationalism that wants to be successful must not have the nation as its end. It must see the nation as a means to tackle issues that are important for large groups of people: lower taxes, stronger migration control, et cetera. If you can spread this message as a politician: bingo! That is what I have always aimed for with the N-VA: Flanders as a means, not an end’ (cited in De Wever, Verdoodt & Vrints, 2019). 

This explains why in 2014 the N-VA went one step further and decided to take part in the centre-right federal government lead by the French-speaking liberal Charles Michel without any demand for a new constitutional reform, thus marking a historical break with the strategy of Flemish nationalist parties who would only participate in Belgian governments if a large step towards Flemish autonomy was made. Given that autonomy as a means for a right-wing policy became the central argument in the N-VA’s discourse, when this goal could be attained by joining a federal government this became a quite unavoidable step to take. After attracting support from Flemish employer's organisations and being able to attract many right wing voters from the Flemish liberal and Christian-democratic party, the time came for N-VA to deliver. The fact that this was the first federal government since 1988 in which the French-speaking socialists were not present was presented by the N-VA as a ‘state reform’ in itself which would finally make it possible to implement a right wing economic ‘recovery’ policy after decades of ‘socialist domination’. Also, it was the first time that a government was supported by less than one-third of the French-speaking seats in the parliament. And since the other Flemish and French-speaking parties were not in favour of a new constitutional reform, demanding this would probably have meant that N-VA would have to stay in opposition at the federal level. Still, it remains a break with Flemish-nationalist predecessors that N-VA chose to participate in a Belgian government nevertheless, permitting the party to transform into a (federal) governing party and to try and secure a stable place at the heart of the Flemish political landscape. 
At first, it seemed unlikely that a Belgian government participation without any step towards more Flemish autonomy would easily pass a congress of N-VA. However, maybe in the end it is easier to make the Flemish-nationalist rank and file agree to a constitutional status quo than to a constitutional reform that is always unavoidably a compromise with other (francophone) parties and thus contains difficult elements for Flemish nationalists. Historically the latter always proved difficult and often impossible. For instance, the Volksunie broke up over the lack of agreement on the fifth state reform and in 2011 the N-VA also refused to support the sixth state reform. In any case the main political figures of N-VA reassured their members that a form of separatism remains the long-term goal of the party and that even though the broadening of its discourse has attracted new voters as well as new political personnel, the N-VA remains in the first place a Flemish nationalist party. De Wever also argued that conducting right-wing policies on the federal level and putting the French-speaking socialists in opposition would lead the latter to be on the demanding side for a new round of constitutional politics, granting more autonomy the regions (and thus to them). Indeed, as explained, a past drive for economic autonomy in Wallonia came from the left and was also to a large extent motivated by similar socio-economic concerns. De Wever seemed to hope  - or at least gave that impression to convince his rank and file - for a return to this situation or for a ‘Scottisch scenario’. De Wever rejected the typical constitutional reform process, that has brought Belgium six constitutional reforms between 1970 and 2012 which according to him only made the federal system more complicated and included too many compromises to the Flemish position, mostly because the Flemish were always the ones on the demanding side. The new N-VA strategy would thus be supposed to make the francophones – and particularly the PS – ‘demandeurs’. In reality, chances of Walloon socialists demanding a radical split of competences were quite unsure. Indeed, one of the main competences still left at the federal level is the interpersonal system of social security and all studies show that splitting this system would lead to impoverishment of the Walloon region. 
In the meantime, the discourse shifts of N-VA and more importantly its transformation into a Belgian governing party from 2014 onwards seemed to transform it from a party focused primordially on the ethno-linguistic cleavage to one predominantly occupied by the socio-economic cleavage. The situation also impacted N-VA’s relation to the Belgian state.
While the N-VA can ideologically be considered as an ‘anti-Belgian’ party, its focus on right wing themes such as law and order and security made it claim the federal departments of Interior Affairs and of defence, two competences symbolically linked to the Belgian nation-state. After years of disinvestment, the N-VA minister of defence (also under international pressure) reinvested in the Belgian army. The minister of Interior Affairs, especially after the Brussels terrorist attacks of March 21, reinforced Belgian police forces. Another example of N-VA’s increasingly ambiguous relation to Belgium was its agenda to make legislation on nationality and naturalization more strict, adding integration requirements, which are also traditionally considered as a tool for nation building. Emblematic for this was the project of a ‘newcomer’s declaration’ launched by N-VA’s federal secretary of state for asylum and immigration who wanted newcomers to sign a declaration containing some of the common values of their host country (such as freedom of expression, gender equality, etc). However, the Council of State noted that the division of competences in Belgium had not been respected, as the ‘newcomers declaration’ was also related to integration which is a competence of the communities. Ironically, this meant that a Flemish nationalist politician did not respect Flemish autonomy so as to implement a policy that at least implicitly contributes to a form of Belgian nation building. Another example was the party’s proposal to make newcomers pay more for their naturalization process, which was supported by the argument that the Belgian nationality is too valuable to not ask a reasonable price for it (for more details, see Loobuyck & Sinardet, 2017).
All of this created speculation and discussion on whether the N-VA was still in the first place the (radical) Flemish-nationalist party it was at the time of its creation in 2002 or whether it should now rather be considered primarily as a conservative liberal party. 
In any case, the shift in the party’s positioning from the linguistic divide to the socio-economic divide explains why the N-VA joined a federal government without pushing for constitutional politics. However, this raises the question why the party operated this shift. In the next section we will try to gain insight in this, based on a large scale electoral survey, organized by the interuniversity consortium Partirep, as well as on a survey conducted among all regional and federal MPs in Belgium (for more detailed results relating to the questions of federal reform and identities based on these surveys, see a.o. Sinardet et al, 2018, Reuchamps et al, 2017).

Voters and MP’s positions on constitutional reform

A first hypothesis to explain the N-VA’s shift away from it’s core business of constitutional politics is that it is not salient enough among the Flemish electorate. Table 1 shows which issue voters in the Flemish region found most important to determine their vote for the federal election in 2014, based on a limited list of the most important competences. 


	Issues
	Flemish region
	Walloon region

	Employment
	38,9
	51,7

	Economy
	25,2
	17,9

	Fiscal issues
	9,7
	7,0

	Environment
	9,1
	7,3

	Crime
	7,8
	6,0

	Immigration
	6,2
	6,9

	State reform
	3,1
	2,6

	Defense
	0,0
	0,6



Table 1: Importance of different issues in making an electoral choice (in %)

This clearly shows that state reform is one of the least salient themes for Flemish voters with only 3,1% of them saying it’s their most important vote determining issue, a percentage very similar to voters in the Walloon region. This is not only true for the 2014 election, as it confirms most previous research on the salience of state reform and linguistic conflicts (Swyngedouw & Beerten, 1996; Swyngedouw & Rink, 1998; De Winter & Frognier, 1999; Frognier, De Winter & Baudewyns, 2008; Deschouwer & Sinardet, 2010; Sinardet et al, 2018). The priority for Flemish (and Walloon) voters clearly lies with socio-economic themes: economy and employment together score 64% among Flemish voters. The very low saliency of constitutional politics among Flemish voters and the high saliency of socio-economic questions can clearly be an incentive for a party that has constitutional politics at the core of its political agenda, to at least reframe the question in socio-economic terms, which the N-VA did first by saying autonomy was only a means to conduct more liberal socio-economic policies,  or to temporarily drop the issue altogether, which was the consequence of their reframing as in 2014 they couldn’t refuse to join a federal government in which they would be able to conduct these policies. 

However, is the gap between the N-VA and the Flemish electorate limited to the saliency attached to the question of constitutional politics, or does it also concern the positions on these issues? A second hypothesis for the N-VA’s shift is that it is also a response to this position gap. 
Before looking at the positions of voters, let’s look at those of MPs, and most particularly N-VA MP’s.  Table 2 shows their positions on the question of the distribution of competences in Belgium and thus also on the question of Flemish autonomy. More specifically, MP’s were asked to indicate their position on a scale between 0 and 10, where 0 stands for all the competences to the regions/communities, 10 stands for all the competences to the federal state and 5 is explicitly presented as the current distribution of competences, aka the status quo. Table 2 compares between 2011 and 2014-2015 and ranks the parties based on their latter score, from most ‘regionalist’ (or ‘separatist’) to most ‘federalist’. 

	
	2011
	2014-2015

	Party
	Average
	Stand dev
	Average
	Stand dev

	Vlaams Belang
	0,0
	0,0
	0,4
	1,1

	N-VA
	0,4
	0,8
	0,6
	0,9

	CD&V
	3,0
	1,0
	4,5
	1,2

	FDF / Défi
	4,6
	1,8
	5,0
	2,3

	PS
	4,8
	1,9
	5,2
	1,4

	Open VLD
	3,9
	2,3
	5,2
	1,7

	Écolo
	4,2
	1,4
	5,3
	1,4

	CDH
	4,3
	1,4
	5,5
	1,3

	MR
	3,9
	1,4
	5,7
	1,9

	SP.A
	4,4
	1,5
	5,8
	1,6

	Groen
	4,9
	1,5
	5,8
	1,7

	PTB / PVDA
	-
	-
	8,5
	1,0



Table 2: Belgian MP’s positions on constitutional reform

First of all, table 2 shows that the N-VA can still be considered as a radical Flemish-nationalist party. The average score of the N-VA MP’s may not be ‘0’ which corresponds to a separatist scenario, but it remains very close. The standard deviation in 2014 for N-VA is also the lowest of all parties, signaling a large consensus among the MPs of the party on the preferred distribution of competences. In 2014 the N-VA score clearly diverges from that of all other parties, with the exception of the extreme right party Vlaams Belang which, in contrast with N-VA, is still overtly separatist in its public discourse (although even the average of the Vlaams Belang MPs has shifted from 0 to 0,4 between 2011 and 2014). The difference with the other parties increased between 2011 and 2015, because all of them have a higher average score in 2014, after the implementation of the sixth Belgian state reform. The score of all parties with the exception of Vlaams Belang, N-VA, CD&V and Défi has even switched to the other side of the continuum, towards a scenario of transferring competences back to the federal level. This ‘refederalisation’ of competences has in recent years entered the political and public debate on constitutional reform in Belgium (see Sinardet et al, 2016). 
How do Flemish voters position themselves on the same continuum? In table 3 the 11 point scale is reduced to 5 categories: the two extreme positions (0 and 10), the middle position (5), the more regionalist position (1 to 4) and the more federalist position (6 to 9).  

	

	Flemish region
	Walloon region

	

	     2009
	  2014
	  2009
	  2014

	All competences for regions and communties 
	4,9
	4,0
	5,5
	1,1

	
More competences for regions and communties 
	
47,0
	
34,5
	
33,5
	
24,7

	
It’s good as it is
	
24,2
	
38,0
	
22,5
	
31,6

	
More competences for the federal state
	
20,3
	
19,6
	
29,6
	
31,8

	
All competences for the federal state
	
3,5
	
4,0
	
8,9
	
10,8



Table 3: Belgian voters’ positions on constitutional reform

While the MP’s of N-VA had an average of 0,6, the most corresponding position in table 3 only convinces a limited amount of Flemish voters: in 2014 only 4% wants to attribute all competences to the regions and communities, the same percentage that wants all competences returned to the federal state. Some previous studies showed a slightly higher percentage of support for separatist solutions, but generally it was not higher than 10%. This can clearly explain why the N-VA traded a separatist position for a ‘confederalist’ position. 
If we add up all the Flemish voters that want to increase the competences for the regions and communities, we arrive at a total of 38,5 % who are at least in favour of reinforcing regional autonomy. However, this also means that more than 6 out of 10 Flemish voters does not favour more Flemish autonomy, with almost 1 in 4 wanting to reinforce the federal level. We must of course also keep in mind that the position on this issue is not the one most determining voter’s choice, but still it could be problematic for a party that wants to stay the strongest Flemish party to focus too much on a position in which an important part of the Flemish electorate doesn’t follow. It made more sense for N-VA to try and also attract voters with a more ‘Belgian’ profile that could be convinced by their positioning on the socio-economic left-right cleavage.
Table 3 also suggests that the gap between N-VA and a part of the Flemish electorate has also become larger in recent years, as in 2009 a little over half of the voters still favoured more regional competences. By 2014, support for a status quo grew which is probably a consequence of the agreement on the sixth state reform, voted in 2012. Due to this state reform, the status quo position on the continuum changed from the situation before to the situation after the sixth state reform. So voters previous preferences for more decentralisation might have been satisfied or they might experience a fatigue after years where constitutional politics was high on the agenda, leading to years of political crisis and stalemate and Belgium breaking the world record of government formation longevity. This suggests that the choice of N-VA to not demand further constitutional reform in 2014 was in phase with the preferences of a growing part of Flemish public opinion. 

However, the question is to which extent the electorate of N-VA has effectively become very diverse on the constitutional reform question. To which extent is the party indeed able to attract voters that are less radical on the constitutional politics question? And to which extent may their less strong focus on Flemish nationalism have made voters turn away from the party to embrace the more radical alternative?

	
	2014

	Party
	Average
	N

	N-VA
	3,7
	271

	Vlaams Belang
	4,5
	19

	CD&V
	4,5
	133

	Groen
	5,0
	72

	Open VLD
	5,2
	109

	PTB
	5,2
	43

	sp.a
	5,3
	104

	PS
	5,5
	213

	PVDA
	5,5
	21

	Écolo
	5,7
	57

	MR
	6,0
	135

	CDH
	6,6
	104



Table 4: Average position on constitutional reform per party electorate in 2014

Table 4 shows the average position on the 11 point scale for the electorate of each party. First of all, differences on distribution of competences between the voters of the parties are more limited than between MP’s. The different electorates find themselves between 3,7 and 6,6 on the scale from 0 to 10, or in other words between a fairly limited regionalisation and a fairly limited federalisation. 
N-VA-voters are on average most in favour of increased regionalisation, even though they are still very far away from the MPs of N-VA. The lack of congruence between voters and MPs is the second largest of all parties, with a difference of 3,1 points. Again, it seems a logical choice for N-VA to focus less on Flemish autonomy and to adopt less radical positions on it. However, the less radical Flemish nationalist position taken by N-VA in recent years did not seem to make voters chose a more radical alternative as the average score of the Vlaams Belang voters is less ‘regionalist’ than that of N-VA, making the gap between voters and MPs the largest for the extreme party. However, we have to be very cautious because of the low N for the Vlaams Belang, due to its important electoral defeat in 2014. Still, in the past, research showed that its voters differentiated themselves more by their positions on migration and crime than on constitutional reform (Swyngedouw et al, 2000). 
These results again suggest that N-VA was able to convince an important number of voters who don’t agree with their quite radical regionalisation plans. However, this could also be simply related to the fact that N-VA became a large party and that voters of other parties don’t take a radical position in the other, Belgian direction: in this context it was difficult for the N-VA electorate to differ strongly from the other parties, especially on an issue that is not particularly salient for an important number of them. Both of these explanations are supported when we can compare with a similar electoral survey, carried out in 2009. At that time, when N-VA didn’t yet focus as strongly on socio-economic issues and hadn’t yet moved to the right on these issues, the average position of its voters on the scale was 3,1 (the Flemish average then being 4,3 while it was 4,5 in 2014). Even though already in 2009 this position was not really congruent with the party’s programme, between 2009 and 2014 the N-VA attracted voters with more moderate positions on state reform (from 3,1 to 3,7). 

Conclusion
It can be considered quite paradoxical that at a moment when a mainstream Flemish nationalist party achieved its highest score in a federal election ever – the N-VA reaching almost one third of the Flemish voters in 2014 – for the first time in three decades the federal government agreement co-signed by this party didn’t contain any official reference to constitutional politics, while this had always been the main priority and a conditio sine qua non for Flemish-nationalist parties to join any Belgian government. But the N-VA decided to prioritise its position on the socio-economic left-right divide over its position on the linguistic and constitutional reform question. 
Historically, there had always been interaction between the different cleavages in Belgian society. They have tended to overlap at times, but fundamentally they were cross-cutting. In recent years though, the N-VA made a deliberate choice to adopt a discourse that clearly presented the two cleavages as overlapping. This permitted the party to reframe the linguistic cleavage which remains at the heart of the agenda of the party in socio-economic terms that form a much stronger concern for the Flemish electorate. Indeed, based on our comparison between MPs and voters, we can see a quite strong incongruence between the N-VA elite (MP’s) and its voters on constitutional reform positions. It must be added that such mass-elite incongruence can also be seen between Flemish MPs and voters in general on these issues, but the difference is most striking for N-VA. 
This strategic repositioning of the N-VA does have consequences though. For the party itself, it lead to a temporary transformation into a Belgian governing party, which for four years was running and trying to reinforce the ‘regal’ departments, such as interior affairs and defence, closely linked to the Belgian state identity. The decision of N-VA to leave the federal government in December 2018, which as a consequence lost its parliamentary majority, seemed to mark a break with this strategy. However, the exit of N-VA was over the signing of the UN Migration Pact, signaling that the party did not necessarily want to go back to its position on the linguistic divide, but rather wanted to profile itself on migration, which it had increasingly done during its time in the government. That the N-VA strongly lost to Vlaams Belang in the local elections of 2018 undoubtedly played a part in this. This liberated the N-VA from its federal government position, allowing it to advocate ‘confederalism’ again and thus to call for a fundamental new round of constitutional politics. However, during the campaign for the federal and regional elections of 2019 this was not the only message of N-VA. At the same time the party continued to profile itself as a Belgian governing party, even launching their former federal vice prime minister Jan Jambon as candidate prime minister. This was amongst other things accompanied by interviews of Jambon in the Frenh-speaking press asuuring francophones that he would be ‘the prime minister of all Belgians, from Arlon to Ostend’, probably the most ‘Belgian’ campaign of a Flemish candidate prime minister. The N-VA sent the message that it would not mind to reconduct the centre-right federal government, even without constitutional reform. However if this would not be possible and N-VA would be forced to negotiate with the French-speaking socialists and/or greens, it would put ‘confederalism’ on the table. 
The results of the federal election only made this second scenario possible. They marked a return to electoral success for the Vlaams Belang. The federal coalition lost 22 seats and did not reach a majority anymore, making the PS as good as unavoidable to form a federal coalition. Since negotiating with the PS became the only way for N-VA to pursue its federal government participation, some form of state reform deal was necessary for the Flemish nationalists to take this step. Thus we gradually saw N-VA shifting back to a position where they declare constitutional politics as one of their main priorities, especially after a deal with the PS was concluded in the summer of 2020. Even though this deal did not permit an actual constitutional reform beacuse only a limited number of articles in the constitution were open for revision and more importantly because the necessary majorities in parliament were not available, it did implement ‘provisional defederalisation’: different regional policies would be conducted, co-decided with regional governments, for competences that would officially still remain federal. This foreshadowed an actual split of these competences through a new state reform to be prepared by 2024. The deal suggested that the French-speaking socialists were open to further regionalization in a number of domains. However N-VA and PS were not able to assemble even a simple majority necessary to form a federal government around this project which made N-VA end up in the opposition. This of course also meant the loss of its identity as a Belgian governing party, which contributed to the return of its discourse on how Belgium is structurally ungovernable and only radical constitutional reform is the way out.    
The N-VA’s federal government participation of 2014-2018, and its temporary repositioning connected to this, does therefore not seem to have lastingly and fundamentally impacted the central position of constitutional reform in Belgian politics.
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