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plans for a new kind of thing
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How to organize democracy in divided societies?
à2 questions

(1) Divided societies?
(2) How to organize democracy in… ?
With Belgium as a textbook example

Lijphart, A. (Ed.). (1981). Conflict and coexistence in Belgium: the dynamics of a culturally divided
society. Institute of International Studies, University of California.

Caluwaerts, D., & Reuchamps, M. (2014). Deliberative stress in linguistically divided Belgium. In J. 
Ugarriza & D. Caluwaerts (Eds.), Democratic Deliberation in Deeply Divided Societies. From

Conflict to Common Ground (pp. 35-52). Palgrave Macmillan.
Caluwaerts, D., & Reuchamps, M. (2015). Combining Federalism with Consociationalism: Is 
Belgian Consociational Federalism Digging its Own Grave? Ethnopolitics, 14(3), 277-295.

Caluwaerts, D., & Reuchamps, M. (2020). Still Consociational? Belgian Democracy, 50 Years After
‘The Politics of Accommodation’. Politics of the Low Countries, 2(1), 28-50.

Caluwaerts, D., & Reuchamps, M. (Eds.). (2022). Belgian Exceptionalism: Belgian Politics between
Realism and Surrealism. Routledge.
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Draw Belgium…
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België Getekend
La Belgique dessinée

• With Kris Deschouwer and Dimoktrios Kavadias
• “Draw Belgium”
• In 2009 : 234 students ULiège
• In 2011 : 5269 students NL & FR

• from higher education institutions 
• 3000 NL & 3000 FR

• Questionnaire:
• Socio-demographics (gender, age, section, country of 

birth and languages spoken at home)
• But also political attitudes and identities
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Drawing Belgium
• Map (90%)
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Drawing Belgium
• Conflict (10%)
• Union (3%) and disunion (1%)
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Drawing Belgium
• Symbols – ‘Belgian specialties’

• FR & NL: 2%
• Belgian flag

• FR & NL: 1%
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Drawing Belgium
• Language border…

• FR: 50%
• NL: 50%

• … and Brussels
• Brussels correct

• FR: 60%
• NL: 55%

• Brussels on the border
• FR: 40%
• NL: 45%
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(1) Divided societies?
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èComparing FR & NL voters
èComparing FR & NL candidates

on 3 dimensions:
(1) Left-right, (2) Ethno-territorial identities, (3) Institutional 
preferences
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A comparison of the left-right self-placement of voters and 
candidates in Flanders and in Wallonia from 2007 to 2019 

(0-10 scale)

Thanks to Jean-
Benoit Pilet 

based on 2024 
electoral
survey:

4,9-5,2
4,8-5,0
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Ethno-territorial identities

Sinardet, D., De Winter, L., Niessen, C., Dodeigne, J., & Reuchamps, M. (2025). Measuring
(Sub)National Identities in Surveys: Lessons from Belgium. Public Opinion Quarterly.











47

Institutional preferences

Reuchamps, M., Sinardet, D., Dodeigne, J., & Caluwaerts, D. (2017). Reforming Belgium’s
Federalism: Comparing the Views of MPs and Voters. Government and Opposition, 52(3), 

460-482
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(2) How to organize democracy in divided societies ?
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Consociationalism
Lijphart, A. (1968). The politics of accommodation: pluralism and democracy

in the Netherlands. University of California Press.
Lijphart, A. (1968). Verzuiling, pacificatie en kentering in de Nederlandse

politiek. J. H. de Bussy.
Lijphart, A. (1968). Typologies of Democratic Systems. Comparative Political

Studies, 1(1), 3-44.

Four institutional criteria
• Grand coalition -> Lecture 1 "Challenges and innovations in 

Belgian democracy"
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Some more suggestions (V.3)?
Facilitating government formation

Inspiration: forming a government is taking more and 
more time, at all levels à combination of stick and carrot
• Individual stick à First political party loses the 

negotiation leadership afer a fixed deadline
• Collective stick à All parties lose an increasing part of 

their public funding as times goes by without
government

• Individual carrot à The x ‘best’ elected MPs (absolute
number or penetration rate) become minister (as long 
as a formal government has not been formed)

• Collective carrot à Right of parliamentary initiative, 
with possibility of referendum/popular consultation

-> Lecture 1 
"Challenges and 
innovations in Belgian
democracy"
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Consociationalism
Lijphart, A. (1968). The politics of accommodation: pluralism and democracy

in the Netherlands. University of California Press.
Lijphart, A. (1968). Verzuiling, pacificatie en kentering in de Nederlandse

politiek. J. H. de Bussy.
Lijphart, A. (1968). Typologies of Democratic Systems. Comparative Political

Studies, 1(1), 3-44.

Four institutional criteria
• Grand coalition
• Proportionality



Caluwaerts, D., & Reuchamps, M. (2020). Still Consociational? Belgian Democracy, 50 
Years After ‘The Politics of Accommodation’. Politics of the Low Countries, 2(1), 28-50.
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Consociationalism
Lijphart, A. (1968). The politics of accommodation: pluralism and democracy

in the Netherlands. University of California Press.
Lijphart, A. (1968). Verzuiling, pacificatie en kentering in de Nederlandse

politiek. J. H. de Bussy.
Lijphart, A. (1968). Typologies of Democratic Systems. Comparative Political

Studies, 1(1), 3-44.

Four institutional criteria
• Grand coalition
• Proportionality
• Mutual veto rights
• Segmental autonomy
One cultural criterion
• Public passivity

Combining consociationalism with federalism

-> Lecture 5 “Innovating
democracy: international 
trends and Belgian
examples”

-> Lecture 2 "How to 
institutionalize
permanent  citizens’ 
assemblies?"

-> Lecture 4 “Paradoxes of democracy and 
solutions from Belgium”



In your own words and in ten lines, we
invite you to describe Belgian federalism
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The Belgian tetris

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



FREE DESCRIPTION TASK 
In your own words and in ten

lines, we invite you to describe
Belgian federalism

POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS

ATTITUDE

SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHICS

INPUT Tetris metaphor (text and/or image)

Experiment 1



Experiment 1: four groups



Experiment 1: four conditions



Experiment 1: participants’ 
representations



Experiment 1: participants’ preferences



ControlImage & text Text Image

Experiment 1: Findings



The Belgian tetris federalism

From 1831 to 1970, Belgium came down to the central state, the 
provinces and the municipalities. Except for the prerogatives attributed 
to the local authorities, the State was taking care of everything. In 1970, 
the constituent power created new institutions: communities and 
regions. And every state reform has been the occasion to take 
competences from the state (from there on called the federal state) to 
attribute them to federal authorities. This is the big Belgian Tetris, 
where we see the upper floor that is falling apart (decomposing) , block 
by block, at the benefit of other authorities. In certain cases, the 
legislator is transferring homogeneous blocks competences (like 
education, attributed to the communities in 1989). In other cases, it is 
only transferring some elements of a competence (it’s the case of the 
tax system: the federal state remains competent but assigned certain 
prerogatives to the federal entities). From now on, we therefore make a 
distinction between three types of competences. The ones that are 
exclusively exercised by the federal state (like Defense, for example). The 
ones that are exclusively exercised by the Regions and Communities 
(Education, Town planning, Public works, and so on). And the ones for 
which each power has a possibility of intervention. In the domain of 
employment, for instance, the (federal) State is competent for certain 
domains (unemployment legislation, for instance) and the Regions are 
competent for other ones (training courses of unemployed people).
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Experiment 2

CONTROLTETRIS TEXT

INPUT

In your own words and in ten lines, we invite you to describe Belgian federalism

Socio-demographics

Scale 0-10 institutional preferences



Experiment 2: Findings

CONTROLTETRIS TEXT



TEXT
Political knowledge?

• No effect
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TETRIS
Political knowledge?

• No effect if PK high

• Effect on participants with low 
PK

• The effect decreases if PK 
increases
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Your reactions?


