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bine their stances on territoriality to a populist rationale depends on their relation-
ship to power (government vs. opposition). In doing so, this contribution uniquely 
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Introduction

This paper focuses on the territorial dimension of populism, or the populist dimen-
sion of sub-state nationalism. More specifically, it analyses whether populism is 
inherently embedded or not in the discourse and ideology of sub-state nationalist 
parties and how, using Belgium as a case study.

The literatures on populism and sub-state nationalism largely ignore each other. 
On the one hand, the literature on populism mainly focuses on criticisms against the 
national political elite (Mudde 2007; Rovira Kaltwasser et  al. 2017). In doing so, 
it is blinded by ‘methodological nationalism’ (Jeffery and Schakel 2013) and does 
not take into account multilevel governance and territoriality. On the other hand, 
the literature on sub-state nationalism, contrary to the radical right or left, tends to 
ignore insights from populism scholars (Massetti and Schakel 2016; Mazzoleni and 
Mueller 2017).

This paper theoretically explores the concepts of sub-state nationalism and 
populism and to what extent they are compatible. Both sub-state nationalism and 
populism oppose a ‘us’ to a ‘them.’ We expect that the manner in which sub-state 
nationalist parties combine their stances on territoriality to a populist rationale 
depends on their relationship to power (government vs. opposition).

We compare the policy positions of the three major sub-state nationalist par-
ties that operate in Belgium: the Flemish Interest (Vlaams Belang—VB), the New 
Flemish Alliance (Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie—N-VA) and Democrat Federalist Inde-
pendent (Démocrate Fédéraliste Indépendant—DéFI). We use their manifestos and 
membership magazines between 2010 and 2015, which provide a more detailed pic-
ture of party ideologies and positions. In doing so, this contribution uniquely relates 
populism to the territorial dimension of Belgian politics.

(Sub‑state) nationalism, populism and party politics

(Sub-state) nationalism and populism are complex concepts. However, they can 
partly overlap and be combined by political parties. Among the many definitions of 
nationalism, Ernest Gellner’s is still one of the most clear and useful: ‘Nationalism 
is primarily a political principle that holds that the political and the national unit 
should be congruent’ (Gellner 1983). This definition regards nationalism as a politi-
cal doctrine or ideology. In the same vein, Hermet regards it as a doctrine developed 
by political elites to mobilize political support, as a ‘tool for a civic-territorial per-
suasion’ (Hermet 1996: 85). It is a tool to create a sense of identity. According to 
Breuilly (1994), nationalism rests on three basic arguments. First, the nation has an 
explicit and unique character. This follows a logic of inclusion and exclusion oppos-
ing the uniqueness of the nation (‘us’) to an ‘other’ to be defined and against which 
the nation is built (see also Brubaker 1996; Wodak 2009). Second, the interests 
and values of that nation take priority over the rest. Finally, the nation must be as 
independent as possible (Breuilly 1994: 2). Consequently, nationalists tend to strive 
for independent sovereign nation-states (Hobsbawm 1990). When the entities that 
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are defined by some as nations are not congruent with the state structures, there is 
ground for conflict. Such nationalism that attacks the political legitimacy of the state 
in which it operates, and that represents the state as illegitimate and not ‘representa-
tive’ of the nation (Conversi 2002) can be defined as sub-state nationalism.

The concept of populism also generates debates and confusion (Jagers and Wal-
grave 2007). Some use it to refer to the mobilization of heterogeneous social groups 
by a charismatic leader. According to others, populism can be conceptualized as a 
thin centered ideology that draws on the image of a redemptive democracy. In this 
view, populists consider ‘the people’ as a virtuous and homogeneous group, lack-
ing internal divisions. This conceptualization of the people as one is facilitated as 
outsiders such as immigrants, other ethnic groups or intellectuals are generally not 
considered to be part of the people. Neglecting horizontal cleavages within the peo-
ple makes it easier to create a vertical cleavage between the people and the elite. The 
elite is also depicted as homogeneous and out of touch with the people’s interests. 
Mudde (2004: 543) for instance defines populism as an ‘ideology that considers 
society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, 
“the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite,” and which argues that politics should be 
an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people.’ As the populist 
ideology is thin centered, meaning that it is not as comprehensive as for instance lib-
eralism, it can be easily attached to other ideologies. Therefore, other scholars argue 
that ‘referring to the people can hardly be considered as a (new) ideology’ (Jagers 
and Walgrave 2007: 322) and consider populism as a communication style of politi-
cal actors and as a mobilization strategy, rather than an ideology. We argue that the 
two are not necessarily incompatible.

In their translation into party politics, both (sub-state) nationalism and populism 
present similarities. Their substance has been characterized as limited (Freeden 
1998; Mudde 2004). While the core concepts remain constant (‘the people’ vs. ‘the 
elite’; ‘us’ vs. ‘them’—which has led some to argue that they are indeed ideolo-
gies), political actors have some leeway as to how they define the contours of these 
concepts using inputs from other ideologies (which has led others to argue that it is a 
strategy or communication style). In their discourse, political actors can strategically 
adapt their content to mobilize their supporters. This has been shown in multiple 
studies on nationalism (e.g., Danero Iglesias 2015): both nationalism and populism 
can have an ad hoc content that fluctuates depending on the actors’ strategic needs.

Both populism and (sub-state) nationalism can be combined with left- or right-
wing stances on the economic dimension. There are notable left-wing (sub-state) 
nationalist parties, such as the Scottish National Party or Plaid Cymru in the UK, 
but also the Canadian Bloc Québécois. However, most successful nationalist parties 
in Western Europe are of the radical right, focusing mainly on (ethnic) national-
ism, xenophobia and authoritarianism. Some of these, such as the Northern League 
in Italy (Lega Nord—LN) and the VB in Dutch-speaking Belgium, have also been 
labeled as sub-state nationalist parties (SSNPs) as they strive for an autonomous sub-
state. Sub-state nationalist parties (SSNPs), also referred to as (ethno)-regionalist 
parties, are an integral part of West-European politics (Jeffery 2009: 693; Mazzoleni 
and Mueller 2017). Through territorial demands and mobilization of ethno-territo-
rial groups in a given state, they can have a profound impact on the state structure 
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and even the possible survival of states. This dynamic has been visible in an increas-
ing number of Western countries in the past decades, with parties active in Cata-
lonia—Spain (Moreno 2001), Québec—Canada (Simeon and Conway 2001), Flan-
ders—Belgium (Sinardet 2012) and Scotland—UK (McEwen and Petersohn, 2015). 
SSNPs advocate self-government for a territorially located and ethnically different 
(language, religion, culture) people (De Winter and Tursan 1998). Populism too can 
be combined with left- or right-wing stances. In Latin America, most populists are 
left-wing and also in Europe, populism can be found among radical left-wing parties 
such as the Greek communist party KKE or the French Lutte Ouvrière (Bonikowski 
and Gidron 2016). However, most successful populist parties in Western Europe are 
of the radical right.

But populism and (sub-state) nationalism can also be combined together (Hei-
nisch et al. 2018 in this special issue). For instance, one often refers to combined 
radical right nationalism and populism with the label ‘populist radical right parties’ 
(PRRPs) (Mudde 2007). Particularly when one looks at sub-state nationalism in 
terms of political legitimacy, the link becomes clear. To argue for more autonomy, 
SSNPs can use a nationalist frame (arguing the nation needs to be congruent with 
the state), an efficiency frame (arguing the sub-state entity is more efficient) or a 
democratic frame (arguing the sub-state entity is closer to the people) (Sinardet and 
Morsink 2011). The use of different frames is shown to have an impact on the out-
come of the political debate (Dardis et al. 2008). A populist frame is also one that 
can be used, when the contours of ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ overlap: the ‘us’ referring at the 
same time to the people (for the populists) and the nation (for the nationalists), and 
‘them’ referring to the elite (for the populists) and the outsiders, the representatives 
of another ethnic/language group (for the nationalists).

Given the proximity and potential overlap in the dual oppositions, we expect that 
sub-state nationalist parties to  mobilize a populist frame. We also expect that the 
manner in which sub-state nationalist parties combine their stances on territoriality 
to a populist rationale will strategically depend on their relationship to power (gov-
ernment vs. opposition) (Table 1).

The populist critique is easier to make for parties in the opposition as they can 
portray themselves as outsiders more credibly, but this does not mean that parties in 
power can no longer be populist (Albertazzi and McDonnell 2016). The sub-nation-
alist message is also easier to convey when in the opposition, as the parties then are 
not faced with the practical difficulties of the implementation of the sub-nationalist 
project. When in power at the sub-state level, one should see a reduced level of pop-
ulism as the party becomes part of the (sub-state) ruling elite, but populism could 

Table 1  Overview of the 
hypotheses

Relation to power Populism Sub-state 
national-
ism

In the opposition + +
In government at the sub-state level – +
In government at the national level – –
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still be used toward the national elite. As sub-state nationalists consider that their 
nation is unduly part of a state that is not congruent with the nation, they will almost 
automatically consider (part of) the state elite as illegitimate to govern the people 
of the nation. The state elite is considered as illegitimate as it does not represent 
the people/nation. However, this populism should generally be limited to that part 
of the political elite that governs at the state level. Political elites present at sub-
state level would normally not be considered illegitimate or opposed to the ‘people.’ 
The populist discourse of SSNPs can therefore be expected to be limited to the state 
level. When in power at the national level, sub-state nationalists would face greater 
barriers to maintain this discourse, due to their commitment and loyalty to their gov-
erning partners.

In the empirical part of this paper, we explore to what extent populism and sub-
state nationalism are combined among regionalist parties in Belgium. We then ana-
lyze whether the relationship to power at the sub-state and the national levels affects 
this combination.

Data and methods

Following our theoretical conception of sub-state nationalism and populism, 
our study relies on an analysis of the policy positions of three parties: the Flem-
ish Interests (Vlaams Belang—VB), the New Flemish Alliance (Nieuw-Vlaamse 
Alliantie—N-VA) and Democrat Federalist Independent (Démocrate Fédéraliste 
Indépendant—DéFI).

Belgium offers a unique setting to analyze the relationship between sub-state 
nationalism and populism: three sub-state nationalist parties operate in two sepa-
rate party systems (Deschouwer 2009). There are no state-wide parties in Belgium 
except for the Radical Left Workers’ Party (Parti du Travail de Belgique/Partij van 
de Arbeid van België—PTB-PVDA), as all parties limit their activities to either the 
Dutch-speaking or the French-speaking electorate. While all parties in Belgium 
may, to a certain extent, be considered sub-state nationalist parties as they represent 
and defend the interest of part of the electorate, we focus on these three parties since 
they clearly emerged on the center-periphery cleavage.

The Flemish Bloc (Vlaams Blok—VB) emerged in 1978 out of dissatisfaction 
with the (now disappeared) Flemish sub-state nationalist People’s Union (Volksu-
nie—VU). The VU originated after World War II (WWII) on the center-periphery 
cleavage to defend the interests of Flanders and Flemish as a language and culture. 
It was not the first party to embody the center-periphery cleavage in a country long 
dominated by a French-speaking elite (van Haute and Pilet 2006). The interwar 
period had seen former attempts to convert the Flemish cultural movement into a 
political force. After WWII, the center-periphery cleavage became again more sali-
ent as it intertwined with a shift of the economic balance of power from Wallonia, 
the former center of industrial revolution in Belgium, to Flanders. The Volksunie 
entered parliament in 1954 and reached its electoral peak and government participa-
tion in the 1970s. The VB originated from the merger of two parties that had split 
from the VU, criticizing its position considered as too moderate on center-periphery 
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issues, especially around the negotiation of the Egmont pact, an agreement on a fur-
ther reform of the Belgian state. From the start, the VB advocated independence for 
Flanders (De Witte and Scheepers 1997) although it evolved into a modern populist 
radical right party in the 1980s (Mudde 2000). This evolution lead to an electoral 
breakthrough in 1991 when the party polled 10.3 per cent in the national elections 
(van Haute and Pauwels 2016). The party sustained strong electoral support until the 
mid-2000s. It was sentenced in 2004 by the Court of Appeal of Ghent for violating 
the anti-racism law, which lead the party to change its name into Flemish Interest 
(Vlaams Belang—still VB). Since then, the party has faced electoral difficulties due 
to a combination of factors, among which a generational change within the party 
concomitant with a voters’ fatigue from the cordon sanitaire and an increased elec-
toral competition, especially from the N-VA, a party that did not face the same cor-
don sanitaire strategy (Pauwels 2011; Deschouwer et al. 2015).

The N-VA is also a spin-off of the VU, 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. After this, the latter went on to form N-VA (van Haute and Pilet 2006). The 
actual reason for the split was a renewed disagreement on a state reform agreement, 
the so-called Lambermont reform. From its creation in 2002, the first article of the 
N-VA statutes stipulates that the party strives toward an ‘independent republic of 
Flanders, member state of a democratic European Union.’ Contrary to the VB, it 
has not pleaded for immediate unilateral secession, but rather for a gradual pro-
cess of disappearance of the Belgian state. The ‘new’ party initially struggled at the 
polls, jeopardizing its survival (Beyens et al. 2017). The N-VA therefore decided to 
form an electoral alliance with the Christian Democrats (Christen-Democratisch en 
Vlaams—CD&V). The alliance performed well but faced irreconcilable tensions on 
state reform issues when negotiating to form a federal government in 2007, leading 
up to the end of the cartel. However, the N-VA continued its electoral progress and 
became the largest party in Flanders in 2014.

DéFI is the successor of the Brussels regionalist party (Front démocratique des 
francophones, or Fédéralistes démocrates francophones since 2010—FDF), a Fran-
cophone reaction to language laws in 1962–1963. Its program defends a protection-
ist project, later embedded in a federalist project (van Haute and Pilet 2006). The 
party was electorally successful in and around Brussels in the 1960s and 1970s, but 
then faced a marked decline that lead them to conclude an electoral alliance with 
the French-speaking Liberals (PRL, later MR—Delwit 2017). This alliance sus-
tained the party in Brussels where they enjoyed large successes at the local level. 
Comparably to what happened with the CD&V/N-VA alliance, the alliance faced 
tensions on state reform issues when negotiating to form a federal government in 
2010–2011, leading up to the party taking back its independence in 2011. Since 
then, it has solidified its place in the Brussels region but struggles to expand, despite 
its program calling for a unified French-speaking community in Belgium between 
the Francophones in Brussels and Wallonia (Pilet and Dandoy 2014).

Our analysis focuses on the policy positions of these three parties between 
2010 and 2015. This allows taking into account a variation over time and across 
the three parties in their relation to power (Table  2) for a maximal test of our 
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hypotheses on the Belgian case. Whereas the VB has been in the opposition at 
all levels during the entire period, the N-VA has been in government at the sub-
state level for the entire period and went from opposition to power at the national 
level (October 11, 2014), and DéFI went from opposition to power at the sub-
state level (July 20, 2014) and has been sitting in the opposition at the national 
level for the entire period.

Our analysis of the policy positions of these parties relies on a corpus that 
includes two types of party documents: party manifestos and party magazines. 
The manifestos were all published for the 2010 federal elections and the 2014 
federal, regional and European elections, and their size differs across parties. In 
2010, the VB published a 32-page manifesto, the N-VA 70 pages and DéFI (at the 
time, still in cartel with the French-speaking Liberals) 337 pages (not included 
in the analysis). For the triple election in 2014, the N-VA and the VB published 
one singleparty manifesto (respectively, 96 and 40 pages), whereas DéFI pub-
lished four separate manifestos (Federal: 151 pages, European: 97 pages; Brus-
sels region: 104 pages and Walloon region: 104 pages—total: 456 pages). We 
also include party magazines for 2014 and 2015. DéFI’s magazine is published 
three times a year, whereas the N-VA produces 10 issues per year and the VB, 
12. These two types of documents reflect the positions and discourse of parties 
toward their two main audiences: their electorate—as the manifesto is published 
ahead of elections to inform voters about party positions and is a public docu-
ment—and their supporters—as magazines are sent out to members and affili-
ates and are internal documents. This large conception of party positions prevents 
from focusing only on a public discourse that may be ‘tamed’ to appeal to a larger 
electorate.

We use a classic content analysis where texts were analyzed by means of a 
codebook built using an adductive strategy: first, a list of words that refers to 
populism and nationalism was elaborated by the researchers based on existing 
research. The codebook for populism was elaborated using Rooduijn and Pauwels 
(2011). The codebook for sub-state nationalism was elaborated using Danero 
Iglesias (2013, 2015). These codebooks were then amended by the  researchers 
based on their reading of the corpus: some words were added, while others were 
suppressed. (The list of suppressed words is available in Tables  3, 4.) Finally, 
the consolidated list of words was used by the researchers to analyze the entire 
corpus. The final list of words included in the codebook is presented in Tables 3 
and 4. We opted for two separate codebooks as our goal is to investigate to what 
extent populism and sub-state nationalism are used separately or in combination 

Table 2  Case selection. Variation over time and across parties in their relation to power

Relation to power Populism Sub-state 
national-
ism

VB N-VA DéFI

2010 2014 2010 2014 2010 2014

In government at the sub-state level – + 0 0 1 1 0 1
In government at the national level – – 0 0 0 1 0 0
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in Belgium. The only words that overlap the two codebooks are the ‘us’ vs. the 
‘them’. In these instances, the researchers have manually attributed the paragraph 
either to populism, sub-state nationalism or both. 

The strategy used was to manually count the occurrences of each word from the 
codebook when used in their expected meaning. For the party manifestos, we also 
counted the number of paragraphs that contained these words, as paragraph distin-
guishes arguments or policy positions. The total number of paragraphs that com-
poses each manifesto in the corpus was also counted, which allowed to calculate the 
percentage of populist paragraphs, (sub-state) nationalist paragraphs and paragraphs 
combining both or neither positions. Next to this classic content analysis, a more 
qualitative approach was used, using excerpts from the corpus to illustrate populist 
and sub-state nationalist stances, but also to show how these two thin ideologies can 
be combined.

Analysis

As expected, the VB is the party that mobilizes populism and (sub-state) national-
ism the most in its party documents, be it in isolation or in combination.

In 2010, populist stances constituted 3.7% of the manifesto’s paragraphs (VB 
2010). This proportion increased in 2014 to 9.3%. However, sub-state national-
ism tends to dominate more (22.9% of the party manifesto in 2010 and 33.1% in 
2014). The two ideological dimensions are frequently combined, especially in 2010 
where they constituted 15.6% of the paragraphs. This proportion diminishes in 2014 
to 5.9%. Overall thus, about half of the party’s manifestos for the 2010 and 2014 
elections were coded as populist, sub-state nationalist or both. Only the distribution 
between these categories varies. Populism and sub-state nationalism are also domi-
nant throughout the party magazines.

The party mobilizes populist criticisms of the ‘mainstream parties,’ ‘the elite,’ 
‘the establishment.’ This encompasses not only the European or national elite, but 
also the political elite from Flanders. This criticism extends to academics and jour-
nalists. The party magazines negatively refer to the politically correct elite (VB 
2014-1: 16), the academic, intellectual elite (VB 2015-6: 24), the political and media 
elite (VB 2015-10: 17) and the technocratic and bureaucratic elite (‘technocratische 
en bureaucratische elite,’ VB 2015-10: 18). In this vision, the ‘other’ encompasses 
everyone but the ‘pure’ (Flemish) people (‘us’). This is combined with radical right 
positions, as foreign-born citizens are de facto excluded from this definition of the 
Flemish people: ‘We Flemings derive for a large part our identity from our heritage’ 
(VB 2014a, b: 31).

The party also takes clear sub-state nationalist stances rooted in the Flemish 
culture, language and sense of nationhood. These stances clearly advocate reform 
toward independence for Flanders and self-government. Its 2010 manifesto has a 
first section titled ‘Project Flemish State’ (VB 2010: 4–6), and its 2014 manifesto 
refers to ‘state formation, rather than state reform’ (VB 2014a-4: 10). Accord-
ingly, all references to the state are always negative when it comes to the federal 
state (e.g., reference to the national debt) or to ‘EU-super State,’ the ‘totalitarian 
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EU integration’ (VB 2015-9: 10), but neutral or positive when it comes to Flanders. 
Interestingly, the manifestos refer to Belgium as ‘this country’ where nothing works, 
and to Flanders as ‘our country.’ In this vision, the ‘us’ is clearly Flanders and Flem-
ish inhabitants sharing the same heritage (‘our identity,’ ‘our culture’). The ‘others’ 
are foreign-born citizens, but also inhabitants from the other sub-state and the Bel-
gian state as a whole.

This is where populism and sub-state nationalism combine. The populist critique 
of the elite and the establishment often refers to the European or the national politi-
cal elite (VB 2010: 3, 19; VB 2014-9: 9) or the elite from the other sub-state, the 
francophone elite, the heavyweights, the imperialists (VB 2010: 5-6, 2014a, b: 5).

Overall, for the VB, the ‘we’ is the Flemish people, and the ‘them’ is everybody 
else, including the Flemish political elite (populism), the French speakers (sub-state 
nationalism), the Belgian and the francophone elite (populism and sub-state nation-
alism), but also the foreign-born citizens (radical right).

Contrary to the VB, populism is rarely mobilized on its own in the N-VA party 
manifestos (Under 1% of the paragraphs in the party manifestos are coded as popu-
list). It is more the case in the party magazines that refer to the traditional parties or 
the mainstream parties in power, the Christian Democratic State, the Socialist model 
(N-VA 2014-10) or to ‘friends’ politics from authorities (N-VA 2015-7: 20).

Sub-state nationalism is the dominant ideology of the N-VA (Table 5). But the 
sub-state nationalist project differs from the one from the VB. While the VB refers 
to Flanders as a State, the N-VA refers to it as a sub-state and avoids references 
to independence, except in its magazines. While the VB refers to a Flemish nation 
opposed to French speakers, the N-VA refers to a Flemish community and to Wal-
lonia as a region, reflecting the dual conception of federalism in Belgium. Much as 
the VB, the N-VA presents the federal state as a failed state (N-VA 2014: 65; N-VA 
2014-3), as an old and static state with a fading glory (N-VA 2014: 73-75; N-VA 
2014-3: 5) in opposition to a dynamic, entrepreneurial and modern Flanders (N-VA 
2015-4: 17): ‘Flanders is more advanced than the federal level’ (N-VA 2014: 75), 
and ‘Belgium is hopelessly hopping behind’ (N-VA 2014: 22).

The N-VA mostly refers to all Flemish parties as part of ‘us’ (sub-state national-
ism) rather than as part of ‘them’ (populism). The only exception is when referring 

Table 5  Proportion of paragraph including populist and/or (sub-state) nationalist stances in party mani-
festos, 2010 and 2014

Given the redundancy of many paragraphs in the various DéFI manifestos for the 2014 elections, the cal-
culation of the proportion of paragraphs was not performed

VB (2010) VB (2014a, b) N-VA (2010) N-VA 2014 DéFI 2013

N % N % N % N % N %

Populism 4 3.7 11 9.3 1 0.3 5 0.5 5 2.5
Sub-state nationalism 25 22.9 39 33.1 80 24.1 102 10.7 50 24.9
Both 17 15.6 7 5.9 10 3.0 42 4.4 3 1.5
Neither 63 57.8 61 51.7 241 72.6 803 84.3 143 71.1
Total 109 100.0 118 100.0 332 100.0 952 100.0 201 100,0
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to Flemish parties at the national level in 2010. There, populism and sub-state 
nationalism are combined: ‘the governing parties CD&V and OpenVLD gave all the 
keys of the migration policy in the hands of the PS and the cdH’ (N-VA 2010: 53) 
(Tables 6, 7).

Populist positions are related to the idea of Belgium as a failed state: the current 
system is depicted as ‘not logical’ (N-VA 2014: 73) and the necessity of reform as 
‘common sense’ (N-VA 2014: 73). Populism and sub-state nationalism are also used 
to oppose a positive portray of the hardworking Flemish people against a negative 
depiction of the lazy and corrupted Walloons: ‘The Flemings are also tired of it. 
They are tired of finding that the tax authorities in Flanders are acting more severely 
than elsewhere, that the policeman is firing more in Flanders than in Wallonia, that 
the social rules in Flanders are adhered to more strictly than in the rest of the coun-
try’ (N-VA 2014: 5). Interestingly, populist sub-state nationalist is also used to criti-
cize the federal level as a whole, but only up until the end of 2014 (date of acces-
sion of the N-VA in the federal government). The federal level is characterized as 
oversized, whereas Flanders is equaled to efficiency: ‘Politicians must give the good 
example and first sweep at their own door. In Flanders, this happens and it is done 
with fewer government jobs. At the federal level, people do the opposite’ (N-VA 
2010: 36). The federal level is characterized as plagued with corruption, clientelism 
and patronage, whereas Flanders is equaled to good governance: ‘under the Di Rupo 
government (…) all the little positions to be distributed were recorded in a “cadas-
tre” and then for months they were pushed, pulled, blocked, negotiated and tinkered 
to nicely distribute all these little positions among parties of the majority’ (N-VA 
2014: 78).

Yet overall, the party’s sub-state nationalism is paired with an ambiguous defini-
tion of its contours. The party tends to use the ‘we’ to refer both to Belgium (often 
to criticize the current situation) and to Flanders (to refer to how ‘we’ are doing bet-
ter). Similarly, the ‘them’ is equally referring to (citizens from) other countries or 
from other sub-states in Belgium. The party seldom uses a ‘we’ to exclude Flemish 
elites (pure populism) or foreign-born citizens (radical right).

Interestingly, the founding manifesto of DéFI (2013) refers to a clear rejection 
of ‘all forms of conservatism (…), environmental or populist protectionism, and 
of nationalism’ (DéFI 2013: 5). However, their party documents are not exempt of 
some forms of both.

When DéFI adopts populist stances, it is to reject ‘growing corruption’ and to 
present itself as the champion of transparency and good governance. The party crit-
icizes ‘mainstream parties’ for their lack of political audacity and their catch-all, 
vote-seeking behavior: ‘Too often, in order to avoid long-term decisions, even more 
if they are electorally risky, traditional parties refuse to engage in necessary reforms’ 
(DéFI 2014W: 4); ‘stop the inertia of traditional parties that promise a lot, election 
after election, but do not achieve anything’ (DéFI 2015: 4).

All references to nationalism and independence are negative and associated 
with Flanders. The party criticizes the ambitions of Flanders to become a state 
(DéFI 2013: 32, 39) and refers to the Wallonia-Brussels Federation as a state 
as a possible outcome and reaction to Flemish independence (DéFI 2013: 37). 
Similarly, all references to nationalism in the DéFI magazines are negative. Its 



Sub‑state nationalism and populism: the cases of Vlaams Belang,…

Ta
bl

e 
6 

 O
cc

ur
re

nc
es

 o
f r

ef
er

en
ce

s t
o 

po
pu

lis
m

 in
 m

an
ife

sto
s a

nd
 m

ag
az

in
es

, D
éF

I, 
N

-V
A

, V
B

 (2
01

0–
20

14
)

En
gl

is
h

V
B

 (2
01

0)
V

B
 (2

01
4a

, b
)

V
B

 M
ag

N
-V

A
 (2

01
0)

N
-V

A
 2

01
4

N
-V

A
 M

ag
D

éF
I (

20
13

)
D

éF
I 2

01
4

D
éF

I M
ag

A
nt

i-d
em

oc
ra

tic
0

1
6

0
0

0
0

0
0

A
ut

oc
ra

*
0

2
3

0
0

0
0

0
0

B
ud

di
es

0
0

11
0

0
3

0
0

0
C

ap
ita

lis
*

0
0

3
0

0
0

0
0

0
C

ar
te

l*
, c

on
ne

ct
io

n*
0

1
0

0
0

0
0

1
1

C
om

m
on

 se
ns

e
0

2
13

0
0

2
0

2
1

C
or

ru
pt

*
1

0
2

0
0

0
0

16
0

El
it*

1
0

43
0

0
3

0
1

0
En

sl
av

e,
 sl

av
e*

0
0

16
0

0
0

0
0

0
Es

ta
bl

is
hm

en
t

2
0

18
0

0
1

0
0

0
Eu

ro
cr

a*
0

2
11

0
0

0
0

1
0

Ex
pl

oi
t*

0
0

1
0

0
0

0
0

0
Fe

d 
up

 w
ith

0
0

4
3

0
1

0
0

0
G

re
ed

0
0

7
1

0
1

0
0

0
G

ua
rd

ia
ns

hi
p

1
2

3
0

0
0

0
0

0
Im

pe
ria

lis
*

0
2

3
0

0
0

0
0

0
Im

po
se

0
1

0
0

0
0

1
0

0
M

ai
ns

tre
am

 p
ar

tie
s, 

G
ov

er
ni

ng
 p

ar
tie

s
3

7
11

9
2

4
39

5
11

6
O

lig
ar

ch
*

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
1

0
Po

lit
ic

al
 c

la
ss

1
1

13
0

0
1

0
0

1
Po

lit
ic

al
 g

am
es

, e
le

ct
or

al
 g

am
es

1
2

3
1

0
5

1
0

0
Po

w
er

 h
un

gr
y,

 p
ow

er
 c

en
ac

le
s, 

po
w

er
 g

rip
2

3
31

0
0

3
2

0
1

Pr
op

ag
an

da
0

0
10

0
0

1
0

0
0

So
ld

 to
1

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0



 E. van Haute et al.

Ta
bl

e 
6 

 (c
on

tin
ue

d)

En
gl

is
h

V
B

 (2
01

0)
V

B
 (2

01
4a

, b
)

V
B

 M
ag

N
-V

A
 (2

01
0)

N
-V

A
 2

01
4

N
-V

A
 M

ag
D

éF
I (

20
13

)
D

éF
I 2

01
4

D
éF

I M
ag

Te
ch

no
cr

at
*

0
1

6
0

0
0

0
4

0
U

s (
de

si
gn

at
in

g:
 th

e 
pe

op
le

)
1

6
71

1
10

2
1

2
1

Th
em

 (d
es

ig
na

tin
g:

 e
lit

e,
 e

st
ab

lis
hm

en
t, 

m
ai

ns
tre

am
 p

ar
tie

s)
5

4
32

3
1

12
2

0
0

To
ta

l o
cc

ur
re

nc
es

19
37

42
9

11
15

74
12

39
11



Sub‑state nationalism and populism: the cases of Vlaams Belang,…

Ta
bl

e 
7 

 O
cc

ur
re

nc
es

 o
f r

ef
er

en
ce

s t
o 

(s
ub

-s
ta

te
) n

at
io

na
lis

m
 in

 m
an

ife
sto

s a
nd

 m
ag

az
in

es
, D

éF
I, 

N
-V

A
, V

B
 (2

01
0–

20
14

)

En
gl

is
h

V
B

 (2
01

0)
V

B
 (2

01
4a

, b
)

V
B

 M
ag

N
-V

A
 (2

01
0)

N
-V

A
 (2

01
4)

N
-V

A
 M

ag
D

éF
I (

20
13

)
D

éF
I (

20
14

)
D

éF
I M

ag

B
el

gi
um

77
52

70
4

57
63

30
6

23
32

9
14

B
el

on
gi

ng
1

0
0

2
0

0
3

0
0

B
or

de
rs

 (s
ub

-s
ta

te
)

3
1

22
7

9
5

13
8

2
0

C
om

m
un

ity
2

2
13

14
23

65
1

1
C

ul
tu

re
12

15
18

9
2

42
50

12
27

7
Et

hn
ic

3
0

21
0

0
0

0
0

0
G

lo
ry

0
0

0
0

0
2

0
0

0
In

de
pe

nd
en

ce
20

18
31

8
0

1
9

1
1

0
La

ng
ua

ge
8

10
39

1
9

35
20

8
49

26
9

3
Le

ga
cy

1
1

41
0

24
16

0
0

0
N

at
io

na
l s

pi
rit

, n
at

io
n,

 
na

tio
nh

oo
d 

(s
ub

-s
ta

te
)

13
3

28
1

14
3

27
17

5
5

Pe
op

le
 (s

ub
-s

ta
te

)
1

6
71

1
10

2
1

2
1

Pr
id

e
0

0
13

0
0

7
4

1
0

Re
gi

on
20

9
18

9
22

08
14

6
32

3
17

52
24

3
19

06
30

6
Se

lf-
go

ve
rn

m
en

t
5

6
43

3
4

11
1

0
1

St
at

e 
re

fo
rm

16
10

71
7

27
50

10
30

2
Te

rr
ito

ry
 (s

ub
-s

ta
te

)
5

0
2

4
8

0
6

24
0

Tr
ad

iti
on

0
1

5
0

5
0

0
4

0
St

at
e,

 c
iti

ze
n 

(c
ou

nt
ry

)
14

14
1

40
27

14
3

8
40

7
St

at
e,

 c
iti

ze
n 

(s
ub

-s
ta

te
)

11
14

10
6

34
11

14
33

1
Th

em
 (o

th
er

 c
ou

nt
ry

)
41

19
58

4
40

41
10

7
0

16
0

Th
em

 (o
th

er
 su

b-
st

at
e)

57
38

26
3

59
35

18
2

60
15

2
15

U
s (

co
un

try
)

1
2

2
20

36
12

0
48

0



 E. van Haute et al.

Ta
bl

e 
7 

 (c
on

tin
ue

d)

En
gl

is
h

V
B

 (2
01

0)
V

B
 (2

01
4a

, b
)

V
B

 M
ag

N
-V

A
 (2

01
0)

N
-V

A
 (2

01
4)

N
-V

A
 M

ag
D

éF
I (

20
13

)
D

éF
I (

20
14

)
D

éF
I M

ag

U
s (

su
b-

st
at

e)
3

44
36

11
60

12
1

11
9

3
To

ta
l o

cc
ur

re
nc

es
50

3
44

5
54

94
44

4
80

6
29

85
46

2
30

08
36

9



Sub‑state nationalism and populism: the cases of Vlaams Belang,…

sub-state nationalist positions mainly revolve around references to French as a 
language and a culture and the discussions around the linguistic border. Because 
its sub-state nationalism is built as a reaction to its Flemish counterpart, the ‘us’ 
is conceived as the Francophones (French-speaking elite and citizens together) 
and the ‘them’ as Flanders. While the party defends French as a language and a 
Francophone culture, it also portrays the ‘us’ as an inclusive one, characterized 
by multiculturalism and diversity, in opposition to a ‘them’ (= Flanders) that 
excludes. However, the party also sometimes uses the ‘we’ to refer to Belgium, 
as the N-VA.

DéFI rarely combines populism and sub-state nationalism. When it does, it is 
mainly targeting the federal level as a whole, including the French-speaking par-
ties who are considered as ‘traitors’ of the francophone interests and poor nego-
tiators in the state reform process: ‘The sixth reform of the state, poorly pre-
pared and therefore poorly negotiated by the French-speaking parties involved, 
is fully in line with the dynamics desired by the more autonomous parties in the 
north of the country. (…) The disarray is total and, once again, these French-
speaking parties are entering the process backwards. They run without knowing 
where they are going’ (DéFI 2013: 32).

As the previous analysis shows, each of the three parties has a specific rela-
tion to populism and sub-state nationalism. This relation corresponds to their 
specific status in the Belgian multilevel system of governance. The VB sits in the 
opposition at all levels during the entire period, and this translates into stronger 
sub-state nationalist and populist stances in their party documents. These posi-
tions are even more pronounced in 2014, maybe due to electoral difficulties that 
lead to a radicalization strategy (Pauwels and van Haute 2016).

The N-VA, sitting in power at the sub-state level during the entire period, 
does not develop populist stances. Rather, it adopts sub-state nationalist posi-
tions that are mitigated after its accession to the national government in 2014. 
Lastly, DéFI adopts ‘enlightened’ populist positions that criticize the ‘cartel’ of 
mainstream parties, even after its accession to power in the Brussels regional 
government. It adopts a similar level of sub-state nationalist positions as the 
N-VA during the entire period, which is facilitated by the fact that it does not 
hold any governmental responsibilities at the national level, contrary to the 
N-VA.

The three parties also differ in the way in which they combine populism and 
sub-state nationalism. The VB is the party that combines the two the most. This 
is made easier since the party sits in the opposition at all levels. The N-VA 
almost exclusively uses populism when in combination with sub-state national-
ism. This was made more difficult after the accession to the national government 
at the end of 2014, and it shows in the later party magazines.

Conversely, DéFI mobilizes a form of ‘enlightened’ populism to portray 
itself as different from the mainstream parties (i.e., in the party’s views, as inde-
pendent and not corrupt). However, the party rarely mobilizes populist stances 
in combination with its sub-state nationalist positions. In a way, the N-VA and 
DéFI are therefore opposite mirrors.
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Conclusion

This contribution analyzed party documents from three sub-state nationalist par-
ties in Belgium (VB, N-VA, DéFI) between 2010 and 2015. More specifically, party 
manifestos and membership magazines were read, coded and analyzed in order to 
assess the populist and/or sub-nationalist positions of these parties.

Three aspects were investigated. First, the paper assessed how much these par-
ties rely on these thin ideologies. The results showed that all three parties differ in 
that regards. While the VB displays the highest proportion of its party documents 
relying on these ideologies, the N-VA and DéFI are primarily sub-nationalist par-
ties. The results also highlight that each party presents their positions differently to 
their voters or members and adopts stronger stances in their magazines than in their 
manifestos.

Second, the paper has assessed how these two ideologies are combined and over-
lap. Here too, the results show variations across parties. The VB combines populism 
and sub-state nationalism, although the two ideologies are also mobilized as stand 
alone. The N-VA mostly mobilizes populism when in combination with sub-state 
nationalism and rarely on its own. Conversely, DéFI mostly mobilizes populism as 
stand alone and seldom in combination with sub-state nationalism.

Third, the paper provided an attempt to disentangle these variations and inves-
tigated whether the manner in which sub-state nationalist parties combine their 
stances on territoriality to a populist rationale depends on their relationship to power 
(government vs. opposition). Our longitudinal analysis shows that parties such as 
the N-VA and to a lesser extent DéFI have adapted their combination of populism 
and sub-state nationalism after their change of status in 2014. These findings stress 
the flexibility of the two thin ideologies and their adaptability to the parties’ chang-
ing context.

Overall, this study uniquely relates populism to the territorial dimension of Bel-
gian politics and contributes to a better understanding of the contextual factors that 
shape the relation between the two ideologies.
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