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1. Introduction

The changing dynamics and trajectories of power sharing and distribution within a
federation is a crucial issue in the study of federalism. In this regard, the study of political actors'
positions and the underlying frames justifying the distribution of competences within federal
states are essential to understanding the dynamics shaping the transformation and evolution of
federations. In Belgium, the dynamics underlying the transfer of competencies between the
federal and federated levels is a particularly relevant key to understanding the evolution of
federalism. Since the 1970s, Belgium has so far undergone six state reforms that have gradually
changed the Belgian federation. Negotiations and various conflicts between the elites of the two
large communities have been both a cause and a consequence of Belgium's federalization. In
fact, each reform of the state seems to have increased demands for further regionalization,
known in Belgium as "de-federalization of powers. Indeed, while historically the dynamic was
that of a de-federalization of competences (from the unitary level, now federal, to the federated
level), since the adoption of the sixth reform of the state in 2011, but also because of the
importance of cross-cutting issues such as climate change and the management of the Covid-
19 pandemic, there are calls for a re-federalization of certain competences (from the federated
level to the federal level). However, very little is hitherto known so far about the arguments in
favour of de- or re-federalization, or about which parties are taking which positions in this
debate.

The aim of this research is to capture and explain the underlying frames of the
justifications mobilized by Belgian political parties and their members on the main issues of
'de-/re-federalization' during the federalization process in Belgium from the end of 1990s until
the last regional and federal elections in May 2019. This research is carried oud trough a frame
and longitudinal analysis on the electoral manifestos of Belgian political parties, on the one
hand, and, on the other hand, on the interventions of political elites in the written press from
the end of 1990s until today. Moreover, this article assumes that the evolutions and changes
within the Belgian federalization dynamics can be explained by intrinsic motivations of the
actors (in this case the political parties, their main members) between efficiency and identity.
The preferences of political actors (political parties and their core members) are confronted with
each other and within the political parties regarding de-/re-federalization throughout the
federalization process in Belgium.

The main frames analyzed through the discourse of political parties and their members for
this paper are developed a priori on the basis of the main theories of decentralization and federal



dynamics. These include sociological (Erk, 2008; Livingston, 1952), economic (Keating, 2013)
and institutional (Hall and Taylor, 1996) theories, but also (post)functionalist theories (Hooghe
and Marks, 2016).

Furthermore, this research examines the case of Belgium in which its federal system seems
to be experiencing a reversal of its centrifugal dynamics. Indeed, in response to the immobility
and inefficiency of Belgian politics, not only political parties but also politicians have
increasingly advocated the “re-federalization” of certain competences (Caluwaerts and
Reuchamps, 2020; Pascolo and a/., 2021). In order to understand the evolution of these federal
dynamics, it is essential to study the positions of political parties with regard to the transfer of
competences, as they play a major role in negotiations on institutional reforms (Swenden and
Jans, 2006; Toubeau and Massetti, 2013). But also, Belgium can be considered as a typical
example of a partitocracy dominated by political parties (de Winter and a/. 1996; de Winter and
Dumont 2003). Indeed, “Belgian parties are the main political actors - both issue entrepreneurs
and veto players - who determine government policy” (Walgrave and Lefevre, 2010, p. 45).

However, political parties are not necessarily monolithic blocs, as not all their members
agree on the same line (Alonso, 2012; Caramani, 2004). Indeed, it is important, given the place
and weight of parties in the Belgian political system (De Winter and Dumont, 2006), to also
study the attitudes and preferences of political representatives on federalism. This approach
also makes it possible to analyze the differences and similarities that exist both between and
within parties.

This paper is structured as follows. The first part presents the main theories in the literature
of federal dynamics which are considered in this paper as the main foundations and factors of
the frames mobilized by political parties and their members when justifying their positions in
the debate on de-/re-federalization. The second part exhibit the collection of the two corpora
mobilized as well as the application of the frame analysis methodology to this research. Then,
the main analyses of the frames are presented, highlighting the main claims of the political
parties and their representatives according to the proposals and underlying de- and re-
federalization. A final section concludes and discusses the findings of the paper.

2. The federal dynamics

The question of the distribution of powers within a federation, between the federal authority
and the constituent entities lies at the heart of federalism. Indeed, as highlighted by Livingston
(1956): “The real key to the nature of the federation is in the distribution of powers” (p. 10).
Moreover, the evolution of the dynamics and trajectories of power sharing and distribution
within a federation is a crucial issue in the study of federalism. Moreover, the very essence of
federalism is enshrined in the division of powers between self-rule and shared-rule. De facto,
federal dynamics tend to be shifting. Indeed, the distribution of powers within a federation is
never fixed and tends to evolve towards more or less (de)centralization (Dardanelli and al.,
2019). Different factors or determinants can explain this evolution towards more or less
decentralization.



Furthermore, federations are “multidimensional and multidirectional” (Romainville, 2015,
p. 227). Federal dynamics are therefore subject to a multitude of sources of change and various
factors that stimulate the demand for such change through different mechanisms that are
intrinsically linked to the causes and consequences of the changes that are attributed to the
underlying federation. Moreover, federations evolve and are confronted with sources and
tensions that propel change or rather maintain the status quo. The underlying federal dynamics
vary in their trajectory, alternation and in the extent of change they bring about in the different
dimensions of a federation (Benz and Colino, 2011; Benz and Broschek, 2013).

Therefore, a federal dynamic can be defined as “an ongoing process simultaneously
comprising features of continuity and change” (Benz and Broschek, 2013, p. 14). Furthermore,
the process of change lies in the capacity of federations to adapt, to juggle with their
environment: “the idea of change relates to the capacity of federations to adapt, that is to their
ability to deal with an ever-changing environment that may challenge the structural setup of the
federal system” (Braum and Schnabel, 2019, p. 100). Theorists of federalism distinguish two
types of trajectories in federal dynamics between centripetal and centrifugal dynamics (Burgess,
2006; Niessen, 2021). This distinction refers in particular to the motives that favoured the
creation of the federation in question, i.e. between, on the one hand, the coming-together or
aggregation of former independent states, which is referred to as coming-together or centripetal
federalism, and, on the other hand, the disintegration or splitting up of a formerly unitary state,
which is referred to as holding-together or centrifugal federalism (Burgess, 2006; Stepan,
1999). The driving forces inherent in these federal dynamics are present through the different
layers (social, institutional, and ideational/normative), which form a federation and are driven
by a multitude of actors (Benz and Broschek, 2013). These different driving forces (between
centrifugal and centripetal) enshrine divergent logics and are inherent to the factors that have
historically erected the federation. Indeed, centrifugal forces are seen as being able to generate
demands that propel institutional change, but also tend towards instability and put the federation
under stress. In contrast, centripetal forces tend to moderate this change and maintain the
institutional status quo.

However, within each federation, the drivers and underpinnings of these forces may evolve
through interactions and tensions between different levels of power. Therefore, the character of
the division and the division of competences are the result of interactions between different
actors with divergent demands whose foundations evolve through multiple negotiations and
political compromises that mark the changes that federations have undergone since their
creation. As a result, federations face an imperative that “requires a rebalancing of
centralization and non-centralization and of collaborative and competitive federalism” (Watts,
2006, p. 323). Some federations have undergone institutional changes in the form of
centralization of their competences to the Federal Authority while other federations have
instead decentralized their institutional arrangements in response to pressures from federated
entities for increased autonomy in many areas of competence (Erk, 2008; Watts, 2006; Burgess,
2006).



To study federal dynamics, it is relevant to look at the discourses of political actors (political
parties and party members) that shape the trajectories of the dynamics inherent in each
federation. Indeed, political actors “need to justify their actions and decisions, and discourse is
an essential instrument to pursue this goal”. The arguments underlying the frames used by
political actors “convey a justificatory logic which, in turn, reveals their policy preferences”
(Closa and Maatsch, 2014, p. 830). De facto, studying federal dynamics through the lens of
political actors' discourse allows us to understand and analyze the ins and outs of a federation's
evolution. Therefore, in the context of this paper, it is appropriate to analyze the demands for
change via the frames underlying the justifications provided by political parties and their
members for de-/re-federalization. These frames and underlying arguments find their
foundations and main factors in the five major theoretical currents which have made it possible
to study institutional changes and de facto federal dynamics inherent in the evolution of
federations towards more or less decentralization.

First, sociological theories focus their analysis on the interactions and relationships
between societal diversity and institutions. The studies underlying these theories take into
consideration the identity factors and the differences between the groups that shape federations.
According to the authors of sociological theories, federalism is both an institutional and a social
phenomenon (Erk, 2008). According to this approach, the federal dynamics propelling
institutional changes in federations are socially driven. Indeed, political institutions change to
adapt and become congruent with society (Erk, 2008; Erk and Koning, 2010).

In addition, economic theories also adopt a structuralist perspective like sociological
theories by focusing on macro-social factors (Laitin, 1998; Erk and Koning, 2010). In addition,
economic theories emphasize the relative redistribution of wealth within different entities.
According to these theories, sociological or identity attributes are therefore intrinsically linked
to demands for economic autonomy (Keating, 2013). Moreover, some studies on federal
dynamics have highlighted that so-called sociological (ethnocultural and linguistic) autonomy
demands can be supplanted by so-called 'economic' demands (Alvarez Pereira and al., 2018).

While institutional theories focus on and study the impacts and influences of institutional
arrangements on the preferences and positions of different actors in a federation (Hall and
Taylor, 1996). In addition, studies based on these theories state that the level at which MPs are
active today, as well as socialization processes based on the level of their past activities could
play a role in explaining their institutional preferences (Deschouwer and Depauw, 2014;
Dodeigne and al., 2021).

Finally, (post)functionalist theories (Hooghe and Marks, 2016) postulate that
decentralization must be understood in terms of both community and scale. De facto, the
distribution of competences is determined by communities of individuals with their own
identities. Therefore, competences must be devolved taking into account considerations of scale
or rather a so-called functional logic, but also considering the social heterogeneity, structural
and identity differences existing within a society.



Therefore, in Belgium, the study of federal dynamics through the frames mobilized by
political actors (political parties and their members) is particularly relevant. Indeed, the
transformation of the Belgian state and the gradual de-federalization of powers from the former
unitary state to the federated entities required much negotiation and compromise between
politicians. Belgian federalism in the management of divergent identities made it possible to
manage ethno-linguistic conflicts and induced constitutional reforms and institutional
arrangements that generated additional demands for autonomy and de-federalization and thus
conflicts between the interests and demands of the different federated entities and in particular
of the two large communities.

3. Data and method

The following two subsections present both the collection and the content of the two corpora
as well as the methodology adapted by this paper, namely the method of frame analysis and the
main frames and arguments studied through a so-called longitudinal analysis.

3.1 Two corpora

In order to analyze the frames and arguments using by the Belgian political parties in the
debate about de-federalization or re-federalization, this paper performs a frame analysis on two
types of corpora: the electoral manifestos of 13 Belgian political parties, and the interventions
of members of political parties in the French- and Dutch-language print media from 1999 until
2019. First, analyzing party manifestos is particularly relevant to assess the importance
dedicated to a theme, a specific issue for the political party in question. The electoral manifesto
is in fact the reference document regarding the position of a political party for a given electoral
campaign (Reuchamps, 2015). Such document serves several functions: it is an official
document that unites all party members during the election campaign, but also an essential
source of information for voters and a guide for the actions of elected officials after the election
(Biard and Dandoy, 2018).

The electoral manifestos of Belgian political parties have been coded and analyzed since
1999 for federal and regional elections until the last elections in May 2019. In addition, the
parties studied were chosen on the basis of two criteria: having obtained at least one seat in at
least half of the elections studied. A total of 13 Belgian political parties (six French-speaking, six
Dutch-speaking parties and one unitary party) were analyzed in this way in 12 elections. In
years with simultaneous (regional and federal) elections, political parties may file multiple
electoral manifestos, so it is no fewer than 115 manifestos that have been coded and analyzed
in this research.

Table 1: Political parties and the electoral manifestos

1999 2003 2004 2007 2009 2010 2014 2019
Federal Federal Regional Federal Regional Federal Fedral | Federal and
and and and regional
regional regional | regional
Christian cdH v v \Y% A% \% v v v
democrat. CD&V v v v v A\ v v v
Ecologist Ecolo / v A% v \% v A" v




Groen A" v A% v A% v A" v
Liberal MR A" v v v A% v A" v
Open VLD A" v A% v A% v A" v
Flemish VU/N-VA A" v A% v A% v A" v
nationalist.
Socialist PS A" v \% v A% v A" v
SP.A A" v v v A% v A" v
Radical PP / / / / / v A" \%
right LDD / / / v A% v / /
VB A" v \% v A% v A" \%
FDF/Défi A" v / v A% v \% \%
Unitary PTB/PVDA / / / / / v A" \%
party

In addition to electoral manifestos, the second corpus concern the media interventions
by members of political parties in the Belgian written press, i.e. in French and Dutch-speaking
daily newspapers. After all, even if the manifesto is a good indicator of a party’s position, the
electoral campaign and competition may require adjustments on the part of political parties
about the different positions adopted in their electoral manifesto (Reuchamps, 2015; Walgrave
and Lefevre, ). The use of this corpus provides a broader view of the positions of political parties
and politicians through their interventions on issues and captures the possible evolution of their
positions across time.

The collection of this second corpus is carried out on the same period studied by political
manifestos (since 1999 for federal and regional elections until the last elections in May 2019).
In addition, the data collection in the press archives platform (Gopress) is carried out for the
entire election year (i.e. 1 January to 31 December), so that it includes the pre-campaign period,
the election campaign, as well as the formation of coalitions and the underlying negotiations
during the constitution of the executives in Belgium. To narrow down the corpus, a keyword
search was conducted in the newspaper archives (table 2). The selection has been carried out
on the most relevant articles containing interventions by policy makers, excluding opinions
pieces, political columns and interventions and analyses by experts in the broadest sense.

Table 2: Keywords

Regionalisering & Regionaliseren Régionalisation & Régionaliser

Federalisering & Federaliseren Fédéralisation & Fédéraliser

Défédéralisation & Défédéraliser

Refederalisering & Refederaliseren Fédéraliser & Refédéraliser

Herfederalisering & Herfederaliseren

Finally, after a keyword search in the press archive and the selection of the most relevant
articles for this search. No less than 278 press articles were coded and analyzed (Table 3) as
part of this longitudinal research on the positions of the members of political parties through
their media interventions in the numerous Belgian daily newspapers throughout the electoral
years from the end of 1990’s to the last federal and regional elections, actual of 2019.




Table 3: The number of articles coded by daily newspaper

Dutch-speaking Number of French-speaking Number of
press articles coded press articles coded
De Standaard 48 L Avenir 16
De Morgen 41 L’Echo 28
De Tijd 17 La Derniere 20
Heure
Het Gazet van 6 La Libre 37
Anterwpen Belgique
Het Belang van 7 Le Soir 29
Limburg,
Het Nieuwsblad Sud presse 6
Het Laaste 14
Nieuws.
Tot. 142 136

3.2 Frame analysis

The qualitative method employed by this research combines content analysis with frame
analysis. Rather than studying a party at a given point in time, the analysis focuses on the use
of frames over time to identify instances of change. This allows us to explore the relationship
between intrinsic motivations, institutional incentives or contexts, and the ways in which
political parties and their members justify their positions. By examining the framing of their
positions, or to put it another way, how they justify those positions, it is possible to identify the
factors that shape federal dynamics toward more or less de-/re-federalization. Moreover, the
study of frames is essential to understanding the evolution of federal dynamics. Indeed, as
highlighted by Brown (2017, p. 62): “Framing allows us to capture some of the strategy inherent
in political communication as actors attempt to justify and bolster support for their claims
through their interpretation of external events.”

Furthermore, the heart of the analyses in this paper lies in understanding the importance
of the articulation of frames and arguments by actors. By examining the framing of actors'
positions, or rather the way in which they define the problems related to the distribution of
competences, it is possible to identify the considerations and motives underlying the frames and
arguments mobilized by actors to justify their positions concerning the distribution of
competences and which de facto shape federal dynamics. Frames, as highlighted by Goffman
(1974, p. 614), are intended to “locate, perceive, identify and label” the ideas of the actors.
Furthermore, a frame contains the definition of a problem and a possible solution to the problem
(Benford and Snow, 2000, p. 614; Entman, 1993, p. 52). Furthermore, frames can be defined
as “values, beliefs, goals, rhetoric, ideological elements... slogans, tactics, motivations, portraits
of ‘us’ and ‘them’, prognoses and diagnoses” (Johnston and Noakes, 2005, p. 12).

The study of frames has long been mobilized in studies of social movements or in
communication studies of the media and the impact of framing on public opinion. Discussions
about the distribution of power and policy in general, and de facto about the frames they
mobilize, are mainly focused on elites because the latter “intentionally and necessarily
emphasize different messages and arguments in a policy debate” (Schaffner & Sellers, 2010:



1). Different studies have mobilized this frame analysis to investigate the justifications
underlying political parties' positions about European integration (Heibling and al., 2010) or
about immigration policy (Helbling, 2014; Fiitova, 2021). Various works and studies have also
examined the use of underlying frameworks and arguments regarding territorial restructuring
policies and de facto political party positions on de/centralization (Basile, 2016, 2019; Chaney,
2013; Field and Hamann, 2015; Moufahim and a/., 2015; Sinardet and Morinsk, 2011).

These different studies attempt to study the mobilization and justification through
frames, on de/centralization issues according to one type of actor, usually political parties. In
the framework of this paper, it is appropriate to study the underlying frames and arguments
mobilized by several types of actors (political parties but also their members) in a longitudinal
way and based on different corpora (through electoral manifestos and the written press). The
different analyses will allow comparisons to be made between and within political parties and
their members. Furthermore, the analysis of frames in this paper focuses mainly on the
articulation of frames by actors through the various state reforms in Belgium since the early
2000s.

In addition, this paper adopts a longitudinal approach that allows for highlighting
changes in the mobilization of political party cadres and positions and their members by
focusing on the related context and evolution of Belgium's federalization over the course of the
various state reforms. This longitudinal approach is well suited to the analyses in this paper.
Indeed, as highlighted by Berg-Schlosser, (2012, p. 207): the longitudinal approach allows
“looking at the developments over time taking into account both structure- and actor-related
aspects. But this approach is also “much better suited to disentangle processes of change and
causal relationships which operate over time”.

The coding process and the underlying codebook mobilized are concerned with the
mobilization and basis of the frames and arguments of political actors (political parties and their
members) by drawing on the various studies (Sinardet and Morsink, 2011; Chaney, 2013;
Basile, 2016, 2019; Reuchamps and al., 2021) based on one or more major theories concerned
with federal dynamics and power-sharing in federal states (see below): sociological theories,
economic theories, functionalist theories and finally neo-institutionalist theories. Moreover, the
coding process used in this research is a combination of a deductive and inductive approach to
frame formulation. Indeed, a preliminary codebook was developed. This coding method is also
open-ended in the sense that the different frames were expanded during the coding process and
therefore specific sub-frames (arguments) were included in the analysis. In addition, in this
research, a frame includes different arguments to the theme and dimension definition to which
that frame refers. This unit of analysis, in this study, the frame, refers to the structure of the
argumentative justification and its associated justifications. Finally, here, an argument is
considered as “one or more sentences in which a position is defended” (Sinardet and Morsink,
2011, p. 5).



Table 4: Dimensions and related frames

Trajectory: de-federalization or re-federalization

Dimension Economic Cultural Institutional
Frames Identity Identity Identity
Efficiency Efficiency Efficiency
Other(s) Other(s) Other(s)

The two main frames between identity and efficiency are grouped into three main
dimensions (Wonka, 2016; Kriesi and al. 2012; Helbling and a/. 2010) referring to major
theories of federal dynamics. Furthermore, as highlighted in Table 4, above, in the so-called
economic dimension, the efficiency frame is rather emphasized but this can also be coupled
with elements referring to group differences and identities. Furthermore, in the cultural
dimension, the identity frame and its relative arguments take the ascendancy, however,
arguments from the identity frame can be accommodated with so-called efficiency arguments
in a discourse. Finally, an 'other(s)' frame has been added to the set of dimensions, in order to
group arguments underlying frameworks that do not fit directly into the main frames presented
in the table (Table 4) above.

The economic dimension here refers to issues of so-called economic efficiency: i.e. that
de-/re-federalization is a guarantee of efficiency of the underlying policies and competences.
Furthermore, as presented in economic theories, so-called 'macro-social' factors may play a role
in the economic demands and grievances of territorial restructuring (Keating, 2013). While the
cultural or, to put it differently, identity dimension refers to aspects and factors related to group
differences and group identity. Finally, the institutional or rather functional dimension is more
concerned with factors relating to the different institutions and the current institutional structure
as well as the way in which the different policies, areas of competence are managed. Therefore,
this dimension includes all the arguments underlying the so-called functional efficiency frame
and presupposes those subsequent transfers of competences must be consistent with previous
arrangements (state reforms). De facto, the overriding frames and arguments in this dimension
emphasize that competences must be devolved to allow for efficient and coherent management
of the different underlying public policies.

4. Findings

The following two subsections present a sample of initial results of this research concerning
the frame and arguments of political actors (political parties and their members) about the de-
/re-federalization. The analyses are presented in relation to the three main dimensions
(economic, cultural, and institutional), the main frames and the underlying arguments.

As seen earlier in the introduction, the demands for de-federalization are notably carried
by political parties and representatives from the north of the country, the Dutch-speaking



political parties. However, the demands for de-federalization are not shared and released in the
same way by all these parties. In addition, political parties from the south of the country, the
French-speaking political parties, also propose and put on the agenda demands of a centrifugal
type of distribution of competences and responsibilities. Moreover, even though previous state
reforms have historically and systematically generated centrifugal transfers of competences.
Since the federal elections of 2007, important demands for re-federalization have been on the
political agenda of political parties and representatives, although most of them are French-
speaking, even though Dutch-speaking political parties also highlight certain demands, claims
of a centripetal type in their manifestos and more recently in their media interventions.

Political parties and their member define, and construct problems related to management
and competences’ transfer according to different frames. Indeed, to justify their claims in favour
of or against re/de-federalization, they highlight in their discourse and through different
arguments, various dysfunctions underlying the practices and modalities at the heart of the
Belgian federal political system which are both perceived as causes and consequences of the
federal dynamics that have shaped the Belgian federation. In this research, theses frames are
analyzed though three main dimensions (Economic, cultural, and institutional).

a. Economic dimension

The economic dimension is concerned with justifications based on considerations related to
the economic or fiscal performance of the federation and the sub-entities. This dimension finds
its theoretical significance in the rather economic theories of federalism (Keating, 2013).
Arguments arising from this dimension, from the efficiency framework, point to the economic
gains or transparency that a transfer of competences to the sub-entities can generate.
Furthermore, proponents of de-federalization of competences argue that a transfer of
competences to the federated entities leads to greater economic prosperity. The identity
framework in this dimension is also supported by arguments from the efficiency framework.
Indeed, this echoes the theoretical considerations highlighted above as well as the conclusions
of a study (Rodriguez-Pose and Sandall, 2008) on several regionalist movements which
highlights that if historically the claims of these parties are motivated by identity considerations,
these are gradually fading away in favour of a primacy of economic and functional efficiency
frameworks and arguments or are therefore coupled with this type of framework and argument.
In Belgium, this complementarity can be found in the discourses of regionalist parties in
arguments such as “Wat we zelf doen, doen we beter” (Erk, 2003, p. 201). They can indeed
highlight differences between regions by underlining divergences in terms of identity, ideology
or politics and thus couple these so-called political differences with arguments of economic or
functional efficiency. These considerations can be highlighted in the following extract.

Als er één zaak duidelijk is geworden het afgelopen jaar dan is het wel dat een verdere
staatshervorming een noodzakelijk instrument is voor de sociaal-economische
ontwikkeling van het ganse land. Belangrijke en niet veel langer uit te stellen — want
daarvoor zijn de uitdagingen te groot — sociaal-economische maatregelen vereisen ook
een grondige staatshervorming; vereisen meer verantwoordelijkheid, ook op financieel
gebied van de deelstaten (CD&V, 2009, p.110).
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The charts above highlight that the use of the efficiency frame was notably mobilized in
their demands for de-federalization by the Flemish regionalist party N-VA, but also by the
Flemish right-wing party Open-VId through their members' interventions in the press.
Furthermore, the combination of arguments combining an identity and efficiency frames are
highlighted in the demands of the manifestos of the N-VA and the Flemish far-right party
Vlaams Belang. Finally, the only party, the French centre-left party (cdH), which mobilized an
efficiency framework from this dimension for a demand for re-federalization tends to
emphasize in its discourse the importance of maintaining the so-called solidarity mechanisms
in the financial transfers between the sub-entities.

b. Cultural dimension

The cultural dimension refers to sociological theories of federalism, which consider
federalism to be not only institutional but also social (Erk, 2008). The arguments representing
the identity frame and resulting from this cultural dimension have their source in the linguistic,
structural, and ideological differences between the groups. Through this dimension, and
particularly the theories through which it is derived, federal dynamics propelling institutional
change in federations are socially driven. Indeed, political institutions change to adapt and
become congruent with society (Erk, 2008; Erk and Koning, 2010). In Belgium, even though
the first steps of federalization were mainly justified by the actors according to arguments
underlying an identity-based framework. As the state reforms progressed, other frameworks
and numerous arguments were mobilized. As highlighted in previous studies (Reuchamps and
al., 2021) in Belgium but also in other countries (Rodriguez-Pose and Sandall, 2008) and
through the results of this research. It can be observed today that efficiency-type frameworks
and arguments referring to the economic, functional, or institutional dimensions seem to take
precedence in the justifications of actors wishing to take a position on the future of the Belgian
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federal structure. However, the identity-type framework, although much less present, does not
disappear completely but is associated in the other dimensions with a framework of efficiency

and its underlying arguments.

In their speeches, political parties and their members mobilize a so-called 'cultural'
dimension and rather an identity frame, underline the intrinsic differences in ideological,
political, or even cultural visions between the two 1 communities, the Flemish and the Walloons.
Indeed, the construction and highlighting of problems through this frame are sometimes
mobilized around what the political parties and representatives point to as fundamental
differences in points of view and visions between the two communities. The following extract
highlights the arguments underlying this frame as the requirements of diversity and the
linguistic, cultural, and historical identity specific to each community and, on the other hand,
underline rather political differences linked to divergent characteristics, economic and

ideological visions.
Vlaanderen en Wallonié hebben elk hun eigen rechtscultuur. Vlaanderen leunt veel

sterker aan bij de zakelijke en pragmatische aanpak van Nederland, terwijl Wallonié
duidelijk georiénteerd is op de traditionele rechtscultuur van Frankrijk (VB, 2004, p.32).
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Furthermore, the charts (Chart 2a and Chart 2b) above allow us to highlight the use of
this frame and argument by the political parties and their members according to the two main
trajectories. As far as de-federalization is concerned, this frame is notably used by the Flemish
far-right party, Vlaams Belang, through its various manifestos. While the right-wing party,
Open Vld, or the Flemish left-wing party, Vooruit, make little use of this framework, it seems
to be used by some of their members in the written press. Finally, as far as re-federalization is
concerned, this frame is not used except for the MR in one of its electoral manifestos.
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C. Institutional dimension

This institutional dimension emphasizes, among other things, justifications related to
governance and the consequences and functioning of the system. Neo-institutional theories
have emphasized the different effects of institutions on political actors, their ideas but also their
behaviour. Furthermore, the post-functionalist (Hooghe and Marks, 2016) point out the
importance of taking into consideration that the territorial structure of governance must be
conceived as both the consequence of a functional logic, but also the consequence of an identity
logic. These considerations are illustrated in the more intensive use throughout this category of
arguments stemming from a mix of the two frames (of identity and efficiency).

In addition, political parties and their members mobilizing arguments from the frames
of this dimension, highlight the lack of coherence from the heterogeneity, fragmentation, and
dispersion of competences. Indeed, policy areas have been devolved to different political
entities but not following a guideline in the sharing of powers and responsibilities. As a result,
they point to a lack of coherence in the management of a particular policy area due to a non-
homogeneous distribution of competences from the same policy area.

For example, in the example below, the lack of coherence is highlighted by the French-
speaking socialist party PS. The party points out that effective policies in this field of public
health cannot be effectively completed, due to the fragmentation of competences and
responsibilities between the different levels of government.

Le PS propose de refédéraliser la politique de prévention en matiére de santé (...). La
refédéralisation de cette compétence serait de nature a mettre fin a la situation actuelle
ambigué ou la limite qui sépare les compétences fédérales et communautaires est parfois
treés floue (PS, 2007, p.152).

Moreover, through this dimension, we also find justifications pointing out the
dysfunctions of the system, and in particular the dysfunctions and complexity of the Belgian
federal institutional architecture. The main causes and origins of this complex institutional
architecture stem from the different institutional reforms that have successively taken place
during arrangements and negotiations. The institutional mechanisms inherent in this
architecture, which is considered complex, are highlighted by the political elites to underline,
and justify a solution whose objectives aim to overcome the various institutional dysfunctions.
Furthermore, the political parties and their representatives who support re-federalization point
also to the lack of coordination underline on cross-cutting issues that require a unity of
command to manage and coordinate policies in these areas of competence.
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This institutional dimension and the underlying efficiency frame were strongly
mobilized by political parties, particularly French speaking (PS, MR, Ecolo) but also Flemish,
who want to re-federate certain competences (Groen, Open VI1d). These parties point to the
dysfunctions of the institutional architecture through the need for more coherence and
coordination. They also point to the French-speaking ecologist party (Ecolo) through the frame
(others) with arguments as the responsibility of the political representatives, the equality of the
constituent entities or the modernity of the Belgian institutional system.

In addition, the political parties seeking a de-federalization of competences have also
made extensive use of this dimension and the underlying frameworks. Indeed, the Flemish
Socialist Party (Vooruit) has largely pointed out the dysfunctions and the lack of coherence and
transparency of the Belgian federal system through the media interventions of its members.

Finally, as highlighted through the theoretical considerations of post-functionalism, the
mobilization of arguments from both frameworks (of identity and efficiency) is particularly
mobilized here in this dimension. Indeed, it is the regionalist party N-V A that makes use of it
in its electoral manifestos. The party points to both the incorrectness of the management and
management of competences by a particular level of power that the political and ideological
differences between the two large communities to justify a de-federalization of competences.

5. Conclusion

This research, through a longitudinal study using frame analysis, highlights the frameworks
and arguments underlying the discourses of the main political actors (political parties and their
members) about federal dynamics. Furthermore, this research, to construct the main dimensions
and frames that can be found in the discourses of these actors, is based on the theoretical
considerations of the main currents of federalism and territorial restructuring. The case of
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Belgium is particularly relevant in this type of research because of its history and federalization
based on a centrifugal historical dynamic but also because of its two-party systems.

The breakdown of the analyses of this research through the three dimensions and the two
main trajectories (centrifugal and centripetal) has made it possible to highlight different findings
regarding the use of the underlying frames and arguments by the political parties and their
members. Indeed, it seems that political parties wishing to re-federalize competences strongly
mobilize arguments through an efficiency frame derived from the institutional dimension.
Moreover, it was noticed through the analyses that the parties wishing to de-federalize, and the
main protagonists such as the N-VA or the Vlaams Belang, tend to use a mix in their arguments
by coupling arguments from an identity frame with other arguments from an efficiency frame.

Finally, other analyses can also be highlighted through this study. Indeed, for a future study,

it would be interesting to focus on the evolution and use of frames and arguments over time but
also within and between political parties in the north and south of the country.

15



6. References

Alonso, S. (2012). Challenging the State: Devolution and the Battle for Partisan Credibility: A
Comparison of Belgium, Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Alvarez Pereira, B., Portos, M., Vourdas, J. (2018). Waving goodbye ? The determinants of
autonomism and secessionism in Western Europe. Regional Studies, 52 (2), pp. 197-211.

Basile, L. (2018). The Party Politics of Decentralization: The Territorial Dimension in Italian
Party Agendas. New-York: Springer.

Benz, A., Colino, C. (2011). Constitutional change in federations—a framework for
analysis. Regional & Federal Studies, 21(4-5), pp. 381-406.

Benz, A., Broschek, J. (Eds.). (2013). Federal dynamics: Continuity, change, and the varieties
of federalism. Oxford: OUP.

Berg-Schlosser, D. (2012). Mixed methods in comparative politics: Principles and
applications. New-York: Palgrave. pp. 207-217.

Biard, B., Dandoy, R. (2018). Les préférences démocratiques au sein des partis populistes en
Belgique. In B. Biard (dir.), L'Etat face a ses transformations. Louvain-La-Neuve: Academia-
L’Harmattan, pp. 231-257.

Braun, D., Schnabel, J. (2019). Policy-Making as a Source of Change in Federalism: A

Dynamic Approach. In N. Behnke, J. Broschek & J. Sonnicksen (eds.), Configurations,

Dynamics and Mechanisms of Multilevel Governance. Comparative Territorial Politics,
pp. 199-215. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.

Burgess, M. (2006). Comparative Federalism: Theory and practice. London/New Y ork:
Routledge.

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

Caramani, D. (2004). The Nationalization of Politics: The Formation of National Electorates
and Party Systems in Western Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Chaney, P. (2013). An electoral discourse approach to state decentralisation: State-wide
parties’ manifesto proposals on Scottish and Welsh devolution, 1945-2010. British Politics, 8
(3), pp- 333-356.

Closa, C., & Maatsch, A. (2014). In a spirit of solidarity? Justifying the European Financial
Stability Facility (EFSF) in national parliamentary debates. JCMS: Journal of Common
Market Studies, 52(4), pp. 826-842.

Deschouwer, K., Depauw, S. (eds) (2014). Representing the People: A Survey among Members
of Statewide and Sub-state Parliaments. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

16



De Winter, L., Della Porta, D., and Deschouwer, K. (1996). Comparing Similar Countries: Italy
and Belgium. Res Publica, 38(2), pp. 215-236.

De Winter, L. and Dumont, P. (2003) Belgium: Delegation and Accountability under
Partitocratic Rule. In K. Stréom, W. Miiller and T. Bergman (eds.) Delegation and
Accountability in Parliamentary Democracies, pp. 253-281. New York: Oxford University
Press.

De Winter, L., Dumont, P. (2006). Do Belgian parties undermine the democratic chain of
delegation? West European Politics, 29 (5), pp. 957-976.

Dodeigne, J., Niessen, C., Reuchamps, and M., Sinardet, D. (2021). The Effect of Institutional
Affiliation and Career Patterns on (De) centralization Preferences in Advanced Multi-Level

States: Parliamentarians’ Support for (De) Centralization in Belgium. Publius: The Journal of
Federalism, 51(2), pp. 262-282.

Erk, J. (2003). “Wat We Zelf Doen, Doen We Beter’: Belgian substate nationalisms,
congruence and public policy. Journal of Public Policy, 23(2), pp. 201-224.

Erk, J. (2008). Explaining Federalism: State, Society and Congruence in Austria, Belgium,
Canada, Germany and Switzerland. London/New York: Routledge.

Erk, J., Koning, E. (2010). New Structuralism and Institutional Change: Federalism Between
Centralization and Decentralization. Comparative Political Studies, 43 (3), pp. 353-378.

Hall, P. A., Taylor, R. C. (1996). Political Science and the Three New Institutionalisms.
Political Studies, 44 (5), pp. 936-957.

Helbling, Marc, Dominic Hoeglinger, and Bruno Wiiest (2010). How Political Parties
Frame European Integration. European Journal of Political Research, 49(4), pp. 496-521.

Hooghe, L., Marks, G. (2016). Community, Scale, and Regional Governance. A
Postfunctionalist Theory of Governance, Volume II. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Johnston, H., & Noakes, J. A. (Eds.). (2005). Frames of protest: Social movements and the
framing perspective. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.

Keating, M. (1996). Nations against the State: The New Politics of Nationalism in Quebec,
Catalonia and Scotland. London & New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Keating, M. (2013). The political economy of regionalism. In J. Loughlin & M. Keating
(Eds.), The political economy of regionalism. London: Routledge.

Kriesi, Hanspeter, Edgar Grande, Martin Dolezal, Marc Helbling, Dominic Hoglinger,
Swen Hutter, and Bruno Wuest (2012). Political Conflict in Western Europe.Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press.

Laitin, D. (1998). Towards a political science discipline: Authority patterns revisited.
Comparative Political Studies, (31), pp. 423-443.

17



Livingston, W. S. (1952). A Note on the Nature of Federalism. Political Science Quarterly,
67 (1), pp. 81-95.

Niessen, C. (2021). Federalization in the slipstream: How the German-speaking Community
of Belgium became one of the smallest federal entities in the world. Nations and Nationalism,
27(4), pp- 1026-1046.

O'Neill, K. (2003). Decentralization as an Electoral Strategy. Comparative Political Studies,
36 (9), pp. 1068-1091.

Pascolo, L., Vermassen, D., Reuchamps, M., Caluwaerts, D. (2021). The changing dynamics
of Belgian federalism: is there a reversal of the paradox of federalism?. In Caluwaerts, D.,
Reuchamps, M. (2021). Belgian Exceptionalism: Belgian politics between realism and
surrealism. (pp. 169-186) London: Routledge.

Reuchamps, M. (ed.) (2015). Minority Nations in Multinational Federations: A comparative
study of Quebec and Wallonia. London: Routledge.

Reuchamps, M., Boerjan, H., Niessen, C., Randour, F. (2021). More or Less Regional
Autonomy? A Qualitative Analysis of Citizen Arguments Towards (De)centralization in
Belgium. Comparative European Politics, 19 (2) pp. 1-23.

Riker, W. H. (1964). Federalism: Origin, Operation, Significance. Boston: Little, Brown and
Company.

Rodriguez-Pose, A., Sandall, R. (2008). From Identity to the Economy: Analysing the
Evolution of the Decentralisation Discourse. Environment and Planning C: Government and
Policy, 26 (1), pp. 54-72.

Romainville, C. (2015). Dynamics of Belgian Plurinational Federalism: A Small State under
pressure. Boston College Comparative Law Review, 38 (2), pp. 225-250.

Sinardet, D., Morsink, N. (2011). Contamination or Containment? Sub-state nationalism in
Belgian political parties electoral manifestoes (1965-2010). pp.1-18. Paper Presented at the
ECPR General Conference 2011, Reykjavik, Island.

Stepan, A. C. (1999). Federalism and Democracy: Beyond the U.S. Model. Journal of
Democracy, 10 (4), pp. 19-34.

Swenden, W., Jans, M. T. (2006). Will it stay or will it go? Federalism and the sustainability of
Belgium. In W. Swenden, M. Brans, & L. D. Winter (Eds.), The Politics of Belgium. Institutions
and Policy under Bipolar and Centrifugal Federalism. London: Routledge.

Toubeau, S., Massetti, E. (2013). The Party Politics of Territorial Reforms in Europe. West
European Politics, 36(2), 297-316.

Walgrave, S., Lefevre, J. (2010). Do the media shape agenda preferences? An empirical study
of party manifestos in Belgium (1987-2003). In: Katrin Voltmer and Sigrid Koch-Baumgarten
(eds.), Public Policy and Mass Media: The Interplay of Mass Communication and Political
Decision Making, pp. 44—64. London: Routledge.

18



Watts, R. L. (2006). Comparative conclusions. In Majeed, A., Watts, R. L., & Brown, D.,
Kincaid, J. (eds.), Distribution of powers and responsibilities in federal countries (Vol. 2).
Montréal: McGill-Queen's Press.

Wonka, A. (2016). The party politics of the Euro crisis in the German Bundestag: Frames,
positions, and salience. West European Politics, 39(1), pp. 125-144.

19



