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People who are interested with Belgium politics all know Talleyrand’s famous quote about the 

future of this country. Two years after its independence, he said : « Belgians ? They will not last. 

This is not a nation and two hundred protocoles will never manage to transform it into a nation. 

Belgium will never be a country ». Almost 180 years later, it seems like the current situation 

confirms his prediction. With a combined result of 44.5% in the federal elections of June 2010, 

the secessionist parties of Flanders (the Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie or the N-VA, the Vlaams 

Belang and the Lijst De Decker) are now seriously threatening the future of Belgium. Along with 

Great Britain1 and Canada2, Belgium has now (unfortunately) officially joined the exclusive club 

of multinational societies who face disintegration.  

 

Of course, this threat is by no means a contemporary phenomenon. The Flemish separatist 

movement has always existed since 1830 considering the foundations on which the Belgian state 

was established. At that time, the Flemish culture was not recognized. Charles Rogier, a 

prominent actor of Belgium’s independence, wrote in 1832: 

 

The first principles of a good administration are based upon the exclusive use of one 

language, and it is evident that the only language of the Belgians should be French. In 
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order to achieve this result, it is necessary that all civil and military functions are 

entrusted to Walloons and Luxemburgers; this way, the Flemish, temporarily deprived of 

the advantages of these offices, will be constrained to learn French, and we will hence 

destroy bit by bit the Germanic element in Belgium3. 

 

Around the same years, senator Alexandre Gendebien famously declared that the Flemish people 

was « one of the more inferior races on Earth, just like the negroes »4. Economically, there was 

great disparities between Flanders and Wallonia. From 1830 to 1918, 80% of Belgian GNP was 

invested in the latter region, which led to massive migration of Flemish to Wallonia who were 

quickly assimilated.  

 

Despite, this unjust treatment, separatism only emerged as a viable threat in the last few years. I 

do not think that the victory of the parties defending independence is the normal outcome of a 

fight that began in 1830 (Destexhe, 2011 : 15). Although I agree that the historical treatment of 

the Flemish people is a main reason for demanding independence, it does not explain the fact that 

the votes in favor of secessionist parties has almost tripled over the last 8 years5. Such a situation 

calls for a more nuanced and contextualized analysis. The explanation of this situation will 

inevitably contribute to solve another related question : what are the conditions of attachment and 

unity in multinational states ? I believe that those two elements are intertwined. Electoral 

sociology has shown us that people who favor secessionist parties are usually the ones who do 

not identify as members of the federal state in which their nation is integrated, while people who 

support federalist parties are people who have a sense of attachment toward their federal state6. 

Consequently, by looking at the conditions of success of secessionist parties and at their message, 
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we can gain important insight into what constitutes a patriotic sense of attachment and belonging 

to a federal state.  

 

 

 

I argue that the essence of this patriotism largely lies upon the capacity for members of a national 

group (Flemish, Québécois, Catalans) to be heard by the dominant or historically privileged 

ethnocultural group when they make political demands and to successfully obtain 

accommodations when their demand is worthy of respect. This possibility to have a say and to be 

accommodated in accordance with the demand is constitutive of what I call a « sense of 

belonging to a free polity ». I believe that when this possibility is denied by the other 

ethnocultural group, the secessionist option grows on the part of the members of the demanding 

group. In the Belgian case, the inability of Flemings to successfully obtain State reform 

exemplifies this situation. Comparisons can be made with Catalonia and Quebec.  

 

To support my thesis, I will first address the question of unity and stability in multinational states 

by looking more specifically at how political philosophy has conceptualized this matter. 

Secondly, I will develop my theoretical notion of a  “sense of belonging to a free polity” and I 

will illustrate it by looking at the aforementioned cases of Catalonia and Quebec. Finally, I will 

show how the current Belgian political crisis is largely attributed to the fact that Flemish 

nationalism and secessionism is fuelled by an incapacity to renegotiate the terms of their political 

association and that the secessionist option is due to their impossibility to see Belgium as a “free 

political association”.  
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1. Multinational states and the quest for unity 

 

Contemporary Western societies are more and more culturally diversified. Indeed, only Korea 

and Iceland can still lay claim to some degree of ethnic homogeneity. Save for the rare 

homogeneous states, governments around the world have to manage the peaceful coexistence of 

over 6,000 linguistic groups and 5,000 ethnic groups. There is nothing extraordinary about this 

situation. Pluralism has always been a historical fact of nationhood. What is different from 

previous eras is the will to affirm this pluralism rather than deny it. Modern nation-building was 

often accompanied by the exclusion, attempted assimilation and even extermination of minority 

ethnic, linguistic or religious groups. This is in this perspective that Joseph Carens argues that 

discussions of citizenship very often assume the notion of a culturally homogeneous state 

(Carens, 2000: 161). However, arguments in favour of the recognition of pluralism and the 

accommodation of minorities within societies have ushered in a political and philosophical 

revolution. As Will Kymlicka says: 

 

In contemporary international discourse, the idea of a centralized, unitary, and 

homogenous state is increasingly described as an anachronism, a throwback to the 

nineteenth century. By contrast, pluralistic, multilingual, and multilevel states with 

complex internal structures for recognizing and empowering regions and minorities are 

increasingly seen as representing the more truly “modern” (or even “post-modern”) 

approach. States that rigidly cling to the older centralized and unitary model, and that 

continue to deny that minorities exist (as in France, Greece, Turkey, or Japan), are 

increasingly described as backward, unable or unwilling to recognize and deal with the 

complexity and inherent pluralism of the modern world (Kymlicka, 2007: 42-43).  
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Such a paradigm shift brings with it profound upheavals in the organization of the collective rules 

devised for culturally diverse societies. Remember that before the emergence of the modern 

nation-state, Europe was divided into various forms of political regimes (empires, city-states, 

monarchies). What the nation-state accomplished was the consolidation of political authority and 

popular allegiance within a framework of imposed common values. Thanks to this model of 

nation and identity building, the nation-state came to accept, with the obvious goal of national 

coherence and cohesion, a single cultural identity at the state level. From this perspective, a 

“normal” state came to be thought of as organized around a single cultural foundation as the basis 

of its national identity. More often than not, it was the cultural identity of the dominant 

ethnocultural group that was the foundation of the broader national identity. Minority groups 

were expected to assimilate accordingly.   

 

In hindsight, the paradigm of monistic identity appears deeply problematic and the nation-state 

appears to be an anachronism. Major philosophical works highlighted the injustice of non-

recognition of minority identities, bringing the discussion of multiculturalism to the fore of public 

attention (Taylor, 1992). The issue of multiculturalism and recognition of minority groups has 

driven a whole generation of philosophers to explore the need to recognize and accommodate 

diversity, According to the philosophical texts of recent decades, the assimilationist policies of 

yesterday now appear unjust. Recent works have mainly considered the appropriate means of 

recognizing cultural minorities, which include symbolic recognition, the justification of 

government policies of differential treatment, legal accommodation or the establishment of a 

federal system in the case of national minorities.  
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It remains however that the consequences of recognition are not the same for ethnic groups and 

for national minorities. For the former, cultural diversity, which is generated by immigration, 

does not run counter to political unity, insofar as the demands for recognition made by these 

groups have an essentially integrative function. In fact, as Kymlicka has said, the questioning of 

social norms by immigrant groups is equivalent to demands for inclusion. These groups feel that 

current norms are modelled on the values of the dominant group and therefore constitute a form 

of indirect discrimination. Their objective is thus to modify them so that these groups can see 

themselves reflected in the common public norms (Kymlicka, 1995: 10-11)7.  

 

However, the demands for recognition made by national minorities follow from quite a different 

logic and cannot claim to have the same integrating effects. Since these groups tend to see 

themselves as nations within a larger state and demand accommodation that allows them to 

preserve their distinctiveness. This claim to an inherent right of autonomy and self-determination 

often takes the form of political independence or some kind of territorial autonomy within the 

larger state Most often these groups will claim the title of “national minorities” because they 

constitute a historical society organized around their own language and institutions, a society 

whose territory has become (involuntarily or not) incorporated in a larger state (Kymlicka, 1995: 

9). Notorious cases include Quebec within Canada, Puerto Rico in the United States, Catalonia 

and the Basque country in Spain, Scotland and Wales in Great Britain, or Corsica in France. As 

Kymlicka puts it, “demands for self-government (coming from national minorities) (…) reflect a 

desire to weaken ties with the political community as a whole, and indeed question its very 

authority and permanence” (Kymlicka, 1995: 181). Indeed, granting the right of self-government 

to these national minorities, which usually happens through the establishment of a federal system, 

has the effect of dividing state sovereignty and citizenship. Devolving a number of 
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responsibilities which the minority nation considers essential to the protection and development 

of its identity – one might think here of linguistic or cultural policies, or the education system – 

has the effect of leading to the creation of a “quasi-state”. In that sense, establishing a federal 

system in order to accommodate the multinational diversity of a state cannot be seen, unlike a 

situation of ethnic pluralism, as a solution that tends to strengthen the political and social unity of 

the state. Therefore it is not surprising that “democratic multination states which recognize self-

government rights are, it appears, inherently unstable for this reason” (Kymlicka, 1995: 182). 

One only need to think of the separatist threats in Quebec, Scotland or Catalonia, which 

constitute major political forces and which tend to render the political future of Canada, Great 

Britain and Spain uncertain. 

 

Kymlicka himself admits that it is extremely difficult to determine what the conditions of unity 

might be in multination states that affirm rather than deny their differences. However, it is 

possible to delimit two major theses in social science literature that claim to have found the 

solution to this challenge. First of all, some might argue that a common sense of belonging to a 

multinational state could be based upon a purely instrumental basis. More specifically, by joining 

with a larger state a “small nation” can help to improve its economy, thus encouraging 

individuals to feel a sense of belonging to that state. And there are historical examples that tend 

to validate such a situation. Discussing the 1707 union between England and Scotland, Michael 

Keating says: “(f)or the Scots, the advantages of the union were more economic. It provided free 

trade with England and opportunities in the expanding empire following the unsuccessful attempt 

at a Scottish colony in Darien” (Keating 1996: 187). However the appeal of such a solution is no 

longer what it used to be, given that globalization has overturned the world economic order.  
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Before the age of globalization, the national territorial space and its population constituted the 

market available to firms. Today, the territorially bounded market is no longer the dominant 

economic space. National industries competition from transnational “networks”, that is, flows of 

information or goods that have no concern for state borders. It is this network logic that underlies 

the transnational realm and has been the basis of the wave of economic liberalization since the 

end of World War II. The territorialized national economy ended with deregulation and the 

elimination of customs barriers. The state is being effaced through the actions of companies that 

are now free to operate in networks. From this perspective, the economic survival of small 

nations is no longer dependent on their inclusion within a larger nation-state. They are instead 

becoming incorporated in the globalized system, and for the minority nations, being part of a 

territorial state such as Spain, Great Britain or Canada offers fewer and fewer benefits. In this 

sense, it can be said that “by reducing the advantages of integration and the obstacles to 

independence, globalization is instead fostering disintegration” (Paquin, 2001: 20).  

 

On the other hand, others might prefer to establish such a common sense of belonging around 

what philosopher Charles Taylor has called a “unity of convergence” (Taylor, 1996: 347-363). In 

a Rawlsian sense, it can be argued that the social unity and allegiance of citizens to a state are 

based on their agreement with certain major principles like human rights, popular government or 

principles of justice. In the Canadian case, the Citizens’ Forum on Canada’s Future identified a 

series of values that unite all Canadians. These were: a belief in equality and fairness, a belief in 

consultation and dialogue, the importance of accommodation and tolerance, support for diversity 

and pluralism, compassion and generosity, attachment to the natural environment, and finally a 

commitment to peace, freedom and non-violent change (Kymlicka, 1995: 187). However this is a 

solution that admits of certain doubts (Henderson & McEwen, 2005: 173-191). As Kymlicka 
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points out, one may see a great convergence of values among citizens of different states, without 

causing them to question the sovereignty of their respective countries. He notes that in the last 

thirty years, it has been possible to observe convergence between Quebeckers and English-

speaking Canadians on the above listed values, and yet at the same time, steadily rising support 

for Quebec sovereignty. The same type of similarity can be seen between the citizens of Norway 

and Sweden, though no one would assert that this coincidence should compel the reunification of 

these two states  Wayne Norman expands the analogy to highlight its counter intuitive 

implications in another context:  

 

Let us imagine that there is a remarkable convergence in the political and social values held by 

the citizens of, say Norway and Sweden. We might imagine further (though this element is 

probably irrelevant) that these values distinguish Norwegians and Swedes to some significant 

degree from citizens of other neighbouring countries. Now I don’t think that anyone believes that 

these facts would constitute any reason whatsoever for Norway and Sweden to (re)unite within 

the same country. Of course, were there other reasons for uniting then this convergence of values 

would make things easier; but that is not itself a reason why these two polities ought to form a 

single country. Similarly, if there were a reliable study revealing that New Englanders were much 

closer in their basic social and political values to Canadians than they were, say, to Americans in 

the us south, it would not inspire anyone to advocate that New England should join Canada or 

that it should become its own country (Norman, 1995: 141). 

 

From this standpoint, it could be argued that multinational societies should copy the nation-state 

model by trying to create an “imagined community” out of certain shared cultural or historical 

elements. Naturally, such a solution is not without its challenges. On that point, Kymlicka writes: 
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But in many multination countries history is a source of resentment and division between 

national groups, not a source of shared pride. The people and events which spark pride 

amongst the majority nation often generate a sense of betrayal amongst the national 

minority. Moreover, the reliance on history often requires a very selective, even 

manipulative, retelling of that history. Ernest Renan once claimed that national identity 

involves forgetting the past as much as remembering it. To build a sense of common 

identity in a multination state probably requires an even more selective memory of the 

past (Kymlicka, 1995: 189). 

 

Some authors have been quick to doubt the feasibility of such nation-building enterprises. Even 

Taylor considers that in the context of advanced pluralism the option of unity of convergence 

articulated around common principles and a common identity may be an inappropriate solution 

(Taylor, 1996: 361). For his part, Daniel Weinstock has noted that the reinterpretation of certain 

historical elements may be very badly viewed by certain nationalists, and the imposition of 

certain aspects of majority culture may be perceived as a form of cultural and identity 

imperialism by minority groups (Weinstock, 1999: 290-291). Furthermore, in a federal context, 

the possibility of seeing nation building come to life is greatly compromised by the fact that the 

jurisdictions historically associated with this process (especially the education system, cultural 

policies, etc.) do not belong to the federal state, but rather the federated entities. In that sense, it 

may be extremely difficult for this level of government to forge a common identity.  

 

The Belgian case is a striking case where culture and history cannot manage to create a common 

identity among Francophones and Flemish. On the contrary, they are rather elements of disunion 
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between them. The scission of the Catholic University of Louvain in the 1960s is a good 

example. For the Flemish, it is a symbolic victory, while the Francophones are still traumatized 

by the slogan “go home Walloons !” (Walen buiten!) used at that time by the Flemish students. 

We can say the same regarding the Battle of the Golden Spurs which happened near Courtrai in 

1302 and had been transformed into a symbol of Flemish nationalism and against French 

domination, even if this event had originally no linguistic or cultural dimension at all (Deneckere, 

2006: 176-177). The memory of the First and Second World Wars are also problematic. When 

thinking about the Great War, Flemish national imagery portrays Flemish soldiers serving as 

cannon fodder for the Francophone dominated military and suffering discrimination at the hands 

of  Francophone officers who assigned them dangerous and absurd missions. On the other hand, 

there is a (false) perception that Flanders collaborated with the Nazis during the Second World 

War while the Walloons were the drivers of Belgian resistance against the German occupiers.  

 

This is why I think we should envisage another type of sense of belonging that members of 

national minorities (like Catalans or Québécois) or historically disadvantages groups (like the 

Flemish)8 could come to develop toward the larger state. Contrary to the latter suggestion, I wish 

to illustrate how societies can be stable and enduring even though its citizens do not share a 

single national identity (Miller, 2006: 537). This is what I will try to develop in the next section. 

 

2. A sense of belonging to a free polity 

 

It is possible to explain that the feeling of identification that individuals have for their national 

community – Quebec, Catalonia, Scotland – largely follows from a logic associated with a unity 

of convergence which is itself linked to the nation-state model. This presents the polity as a 
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community of individuals organized around a common cultural and historical essence and 

wishing to perpetuate this rich legacy of memory. The patriotism and sense of allegiance that 

individuals from these national communities will feel are determined by their identification with 

the objective elements that stand as guideposts of the people’s characteristics – shared language, 

vision of a historical destiny, shared concepts of the good, etc. From this perspective, the 

nationalist principle claims an intimate association between ethnos and demos. However, for the 

reasons cited in the previous section, a merging of the different national horizons within one 

“supra-identity” does not seem to be a satisfactory solution in terms of a foundation for a federal 

identity in a context of multination pluralism. Therefore, the unity of convergence inherent in the 

nationalist principle should remain at the level of the national communities. Following 

Habermas’ approach, national minorities or historically dominated groups’ sense of identification 

with the federal state in which they find themselves should be based on a logic that does not 

partake of this sort of association between ethnos and demos. But contrary to the idea of 

constitutional patriotism, I do not think that this patriotic sense of belonging should be based 

upon a rational love for constitutional principles. I argue that a sense of belonging can be 

developed when a group is able to challenge the existing norms of governance, to enter into a 

sincere negotiation with the other group(s) and to find with the other group(s) a mutually 

acceptable solution. This is the general meaning of a sense of belonging to a free polity9 and I 

argue that contemporary events in Canada and in Spain support the claim and shed light on the 

current crisis of national unity in Belgium. 

 

The normative implication for the federal solution to successfully stimulate the ideal of a 

culturally sterilized patriotism in national minorities or historically dominated groups largely 

depends on a certain conceptualization of the struggles for recognition. In this regard, the position 
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advanced by James Tully seems the most compelling. For Tully, struggles for recognition are 

essentially agonistic political fights that have the objective of changing the rules of collective 

society.  He believes that these groups are reacting to the fact that social norms have been 

modelled on the values and interests of groups that have historically dominated the polity (see 

also Foucault, 2001: 1058; Elias, 1997). In keeping with the legacy of nation-building that is 

associated with the nation-state model, one may think here of the majority ethnocultural group 

that has imposed its language, its religion and its particular history on society as a whole. But one 

may also think of the men who have imposed patriarchal values or the heteronormative claim that 

marriage is exclusively a male-female arrangement. These norms have contributed to shaping the 

rules by which people live together in all societies, by valuing certain behaviours or religious 

practices to the exclusion of others, thus generating the root cause of minority groups’ demands 

for recognition. Groups that claim to be victims of this sort of non-recognition are faced with two 

choices: either accept the situation and assimilate with the dominant values and norms, or fight 

for recognition of their identity in the collective arena of their political association. Tully sees the 

struggles of those who take the second route as political activity with the aim of being recognized 

as groups whose identity is worthy of respect, and therefore worthy of recognition by their polity 

(Tully, 1999a: 174).  

 

It is fairly easy to determine what constitute a demand that is worthy of respect. First of all, such 

a demand can be made from a single individual. This is especially the case of demands for special 

accommodations formulated in liberal democracies by individuals belonging to cultural or 

religious minorities. To be deemed reasonable, those demands must respect certain general 

restrictions necessary for maintaining a peaceful social organization. If we consider the European 

Convention on Human Rights, it makes reference to the protection of public safety, public order, 
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health and morals, and the protection of the rights and freedoms of others. For example, in Great 

Britain, Sikhs barristers have claimed that the wearing of the traditional wig in court contravened 

deeply held religious beliefs and was therefore discriminatory. Some have asked to wear the 

turban instead. Since it was not challenging any restrictive principles, this accommodation was 

granted. On the other hand, a demand that would seek to allow the practice of excision on female 

genitals based upon the right to respect a religious belief, would be refused on the basis that it 

violates the physical integrity of a person.  

 

For collective demands to be deemed worthy of respect, they must follow from the democratic 

will of the citizens, who, through dialogue, have been persuaded that the existing form of 

recognition is unacceptable. The claimant group must be able to demonstrate that it has taken 

account of the distress and concerns or the calls for amendment by all other groups involved in 

the demand for recognition. Only insofar as a national claimant group has bowed to these 

requirements of the “internal” dialogue process will its demand be deemed deserving of respect, 

and this shall be the sine qua non for the initiation of an “external” dialogue process with the 

majority ethnocultural group. In that process, “the participants shall debate the proposals aimed at 

reconstituting the collective representations of the multination society, and thereby changing the 

terms of recognition between the different members” (Tully, 1999b: 23). Of course, there are 

different ways to determine whether the “internal” process has been sufficient enough. A popular 

referendum backing the demand for accommodation in societies where this type of consultation is 

permitted (such as Canada or Spain) would be adequate. If it is not permitted, a vote at the 

legislative assembly would also be sufficient after extensive and open consultations (as in the 

case of Belgium).  
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Entering into the process of creating a sense of belonging to a free polity entails challenging 

norms, engaging in a dialogue with the “Other” and amending practices of governance. 

According to Tully, having the capacity to challenge norms of governance refers to a certain idea 

of citizenship conceptualized as the capacity of individuals within a polity to participate – to have 

a voice – in determining the collective action of the community. Tully argues that the capacity to 

participate in an agonistic democratic activity and to see one’s position taken seriously by others 

serves to develop in the participants a kind of sense of belonging to the polity. He writes: 

 

Participation in dialogue and negotiations over how and by whom power is exercised over 

us constitutes our identities as citizens and generates bonds of solidarity and a sense of 

belonging to the polity (the people) that comes into being and is sustained by this activity. 

(…) Citizen identity is not generated by the possession of rights and duties, or by 

agreement on substantive or comprehensive common goods, fundamental principles of 

justice, constitutional essentials, shared values, understandings or national, multicultural 

or cosmopolitan identities, or, finally, by consensus on a set of universal procedures of 

validation (Tully, 1999a: 170). 

 

From this standpoint, a free society shows openness to the revision of these common public 

standards in order to find a solution that can satisfy the demanding group. On the other hand, 

when the majoritarian group or the historically advantaged group resists dialogue even when the 

claim is worthy of respect, the result is detrimental to the development of a sense of belonging. In 

such a situation, the demanding group would come reject affiliation with a society structured by 

domination. Tully speaks to this point saying:  
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When the multicultural citizens of contemporary democracies came forward to participate 

in the direct and indirect ways and in the range of structures of governance, they found 

that the forms of recognition under which they had to act in order to be acknowledged as 

citizens placed arbitrary constraints on the diverse, identity-related forms of thought and 

action that matter to them and by which they engage in citizen activities. The prevailing 

forms of recognition that block these diverse modes of being citizens are experienced as 

structures of domination because they are not readily open to question and the free 

exchange of reasons (Tully, 1999a: 172). 

 

It is the intransigence of one group that creates the intransigence of the other, which is the source 

of the independence discourse. Moreover, some have argued that the desire to compromise with 

the “Other” is constitutive to the development of substantive and ethical links between 

individuals (Ryan, 2000). In this regard, Mason writes that:  

 

(People who feel a sense of belonging to a polity) share a common fate, a sense of which 

can often be provided merely by the recognition that they each belong to the same polity 

and are not excluded from, or marginalized by its institutions and practices. A sense of 

sharing a common fate may also be enough to produce significant convergence on the 

good of citizenship, which is part of the republican conception of political community. 

Members of a polity would be inclined to see themselves as fellow citizens, subject to 

special obligations to one another, the fulfillment of which contributes to the good of 

citizenship, and which are also justified in part by that good (Mason 2000 : 133). 
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On a conceptual level, it is easy to understand what distinguishes a nationalist sense of belonging 

from a sense of belonging to a free polity. In the case of the former, the psychological dimension 

of citizenship largely depends on the sharing of common cultural beliefs that will contribute to 

unite various individuals inside the same community. In other words, with the help of persuasive 

fictions, myths, heroes, a particular folklore, a special mentality, norms or values, a common 

national imaginary can be created and unknown individuals can come to believe that they share 

links of fraternity with one another. It is this dimension of citizenship that tends to create what 

Ludwig Wittgenstein calls a “family resemblance” (1953) between individuals who will accept to 

make personal sacrifices in favour of their “brothers” or co-nationals, to generate other affective 

links, special obligations and to develop a sense of trust and confidence with them. In this case, it 

is the common national identity that plays the decisive role in the development of a sense of 

belonging. In the case of the sense of belonging to a free polity, the psychological dimension of 

citizenship will not be dependent on any cultural premise, but will instead be dependent on the 

capacity to have a say in the public deliberations and to see one’s interests being taken at heart by 

others. This is a type of attachment that does not link a demos to an ethnos. It is dialogue that 

fosters a new form of unity based on a “sense of mutual understanding and trust among the 

contesting partners and an attachment to the system of governance” (Tully, 2004: 85). In my 

view, the Canadian federal experience has shown the existence of such a sense of attachment 

with the Meech Lake Accord of 1987.  

 

2.1. Quebec and the Meech Lake Accord 

 

Quebec nationalism has presented challenges to Canadian unity since the Quiet Revolution in the 

1960s. The referendums of 1980 and of 1995 have shown how precarious the relationship was 
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between Quebec and English Canada. It is not my intention to give an historical overview of 

secessionist sentiment in Quebec. Rather, I concentrate on a specific event in order to support my 

claim that the capacity to modify the norms of governance can contribute to the development of a 

sense of belonging that national minorities or historically disadvantaged groups can have toward 

the federal state. The corollary, however, is that a failure or an inability to either modify or 

accommodate minority demands by the dominant group can further nationalist radicalism. The 

Meech Lake Accord of 1987 constitutes a good example of such an incident.  

 

In 1982, the Canadian government patriated the Constitution without the consent of the Quebec 

government, causing outrage in Quebec. (see Caron & Laforest, 2009; McRoberts 1997, 2001; 

Laforest 1992). In response, the new federal government led by Progressive Conservative Brian 

Mulroney solemly promised Québécois that he would do everything possible to reunite Quebec 

within the Canadian constitutional family. In 1985, the Quebec government led by the Liberals 

under Premier Robert Bourassa made Quebec’s ratification contingent upon five minimal 

conditions: constitutional recognition of Quebec as a distinct society; a Constitutional veto for 

Quebec over constitutional change; a role for Quebec in the appointment of judges to the 

Supreme Court of Canada; a constitutional guarantee of increased powers in the field of 

immigration; and a limitation of the federal spending power. This is what led to the Meech Lake 

Accord in June 1987 between Quebec, the federal government and the nine other provinces. It 

was decided that all the provincial legislative assemblies had to agree on the terms of the 

agreement within three years. 

 

However, in June 1990, two legislative assemblies (Manitoba and Newfoundland) had still not 

adopted the Meech Accord and after numerous failed attempts by the federal government to bring 
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them on board. Quebec perceived the failure of the Accord as an unwillingness to accommodate 

their concerns. The result was a nationalist backlash and that culminated five years later in a 

referendum on Quebec’s independence. Following the death of the Accord, polls suggested that 

the support for independence was at more than 60% and the Parti Québécois, which had slowly 

abandoned its secessionist option during the 1980s10, returned to its orthodox proposal of 

realizing Quebec independence.  

 

The failed Meech Lake Accord lends support to the idea that there is a correlation between the 

possibility of entering into dialogue with a dominant group in order to successfully challenge 

institutional or constitutional norms, and the sense of attachment that the minority group feels 

toward the broader political association. When discussing the Quebec case, Tully come to the 

same conclusion. Consider the following except:  

 

Quebecers develop a sense of belonging to and identification with Canada, alongside their 

strong sense of identification with Quebec, precisely when their demands are taken up in 

the processes of identity discussion and formation in Canada as a whole. The moment 

these processes of citizenisation are closed, Quebecers’ sense of belonging to Canada 

tends to decrease and their exclusive identification with Quebec increases » (Tully 2008 : 

211-212). 

 

2.2. Catalonia’s 2006 statute of Autonomy 

 

In 2005, the Catalonia parliament (the Generalitat) adopted a new statute of autonomy. This 

document defines the nature of the political institutions of Catalonia, its competences with the 
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federal government and its financing means. A year later, the Spanish parliament (the Cortès) 

approved a slightly modified version of the text which was later submitted to referendum to the 

Catalan people, which given 73.24% approval. The idea behind this reform was to obtain more 

powers for self-government within the Spanish state over issues such as tax collection, 

immigration policy and judicial affairs. It also suggested new jurisdictional rules that permitted 

Catalonia to intervene in international treaty negotiations that could effect the exclusive 

competences of Catalonia. The document also affirmed that Catalonia is a nation and that Catalan 

is the prefer language of the community. For Catalans, the new instrument permitted greater 

freedoms to act autonomously on political and cultural matters within the Spanish state. Spanish 

Premier minister José Luis Zapatero, who campaigned actively in favour of the new statute, 

agreed on this point and said that “with this new statute, the identity of Catalonia will be better 

recognized” and that “(with it, Catalonia) will have better instruments for administering self-

government, and it will preserve the rich pluralism that is inherent to Catalan society”11.  

 

However, the revised statute met with political resistance. The Centre-right Popular Party 

(Partido Popular) launched a challenge in Spain’s constitutional Court, which took four years to 

analyze the question. On June 28th 2010, the court released a toned down version of the original 

text that effectively nullified fundamental elements of Catalonia’s cultural and political 

autonomy. Specifically, the Court judged that references to “Catalonia as a nation” or the 

“national reality of Catalonia” had no legal validity and declared the fourteen dispositions within 

the statute unconstitutional, such as the notion that Catalan is the preferred language of the 

community.  
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Reaction in Catalonia was immediate. Its president, José Montilla, expressed his “disappointment 

and indignation”, while Artur Mas, the leader of Convergència i Unió (CiU, Catalan pro-

autonomists), said it cuts back the statute’s "vital organs". For their part, the pro-independence 

party Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya said that they would promote a self-determination 

referendum for 2011 because the ruling suggests Catalans "do not fit" in Spain. A few days after 

the Court’s decision, more than a million people marched in the Streets of Barcelona to denounce 

the court’s ruling. The newspaper El Periodico de Catalunya described the reaction as “without a 

doubt one of the biggest (protest) marches that has (ever) occurred in Catalonia, possibly the 

biggest"12. However, the most striking reaction was probably the rise for support for 

independence. In the month prior to the Court’s decision, support for independence stood at 37%. 

In July 2010, support for independence reached 47%. The turnaround was attributed to the 

Court’s decision and the “disaffection of Catalans toward Spain”13. 

 

Just like in the case of Quebec, the inability of a national minority or a historically disadvantaged 

group to successfully alter the norms of governance of the larger state has a correlative effect on 

their sense of belonging to the majority state. On the contrary, a desire to enter into a dialogue 

with the claimant and to arrive at a solution to reasonable demands can promote the development 

of a sense of belonging. The current situation in Belgium tends, in my view, to support this claim.  

 

3. Belgium and the Flemish demands for political reforms 

 

Following what I have presented above, the recent electoral successes of secessionist parties in 

Flanders can be attributed to the (real or perceived) inability of the Flemish people to engage with 

the majority Walloons about reform. Separatist parties argue that the unwillingness or inability of 
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Francophones to seriously engage is cause for deep concern among the Flemish population.  

Here, I will highlight some of the major grievances made by Flemish against the Francophones.  

 

In 1999, after three years of discussions in Flemish parliament, the testimony of 155 experts and 

as many as 90 commissions meetings, Flemish MPs adopted five resolutions to serve as the basis 

for state reform. The reforms called for a new set of institutions, greater autonomy for the de 

federated entities, fiscal autonomy, the financing of federated entities and the status of Brussels. 

A few days later, the parliament of the French community and of the Francophone regional 

parliament both adopted – without debate – unanimous resolutions that rejected to discuss the 

Flemish demands for institutional and constitutional reforms.  

 

But, since my thesis is that Flemish separatism has only become a threatening option in the last 

few years because of the inability of Flemings to negotiate state reform, I will concentrate solely 

on recent events.  While leading the CD&V/N-VA nationalist coalition during the June 2007 

federal elections, Yves Leterme promised Flemings that he would negotiate a state reform and a 

more significant autonomy for the federated entities, which made him the strong man of Flanders 

and, consequently, of Belgian politics. He became Prime Minister in March 2008. However, 

Leterme was unable to capitalize on his electoral success. This is what has led to the end of the 

association between the CD&V and the N-VA in September 2008 with the latter deciding to take 

back its independence. A series of problems (the financial crisis and the BNP-Paribas scandal) 

which forced Yves Leterme to resign in favour of Herman van Rompuy before returning to power 

in 2010. It was only at the end of 2009 that the constitutional discussions resumed with the 

nomination of former Prime minister Jean-Luc Dehaene as royal commissary in charge of 

resolving the question. As Marc Uyttendale recalls, he managed to find solutions which were 
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unanimously rejected by the Francophones. In a report submitted in April 2010, he denounced the 

fact that, since the major transformations of the Belgian state in 1970, compromising has always 

been at the heart of the relationship between the two communities. However, for that to happen, it 

is necessary that the minority (in this case, the Francophones) must accept the importance of 

negotiation and that the process is doomed from the start if they refuse to do so14. Because of this 

constitutional deadlock, the Leterme government fell a few days later, which prompted the June 

2010 elections which at the time of writing, still has not produced a new government. As 

Uyttendaele wrote, the obstinate refusal of the Francophones to engage into a sincere dialogue in 

order to find solutions that would answer the Flemings’ demands has lead to a radicalization of 

the Flemish opinion. In this regard, the results of the June 13th, 2010 federal elections were 

inevitable (Uyttendaele, 2011: 61-62) and the historical vote in favour of secessionist parties. For 

him, the correlation between those two elements are undeniable. Alain Destexhe also shares the 

same opinion writing that: 

 

(translation) The demands in favour of an important state reform have been clearly 

evoked in the five resolutions adopted by the Flemish Parliament in 1999. A political 

program that has not been implemented during the time of Guy Verhofstadt government 

(1999-2007), nor under the Leterme or Van Rompuy governments between 2007 and 

2010. Many Flemings have the impression that the French minority has imposed a 

deadlock to the demands share by 60% of the population. This element is central in the 

explanation of the results of the last federal election (Destexhe, 2011: 19-20).  

 

Flemish politicians and other activists from civil society have also suggested that dialogical 

deadlock and the inability for their community to modify the institutions and constitution of the 
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Belgian state gives rise to radical nationalism. Yves Leterme has said that such a situation 

constitutes a fertile soil for separatism15, while Renaat Roels, President of the Overlegcentrum 

van Vlaamse Verenigingen, wrote in a public letter before the 2007 federal elections that “if an 

agreement regarding a state reform is not found, the pressure to realize total political autonomy of 

Flanders would be reinforced”16. For his part, political scientist Kris Deschouwer has established 

a similarity between the Flemish and the Quebec cases by arguing that the absence of meaningful 

discussions between groups about important matters contributes to a “nationalist fever” and in 

such a situation Flanders will, like Quebec, nourish a frustration toward its federal state17. The 

rise in the support of secessionist parties appears to me as an expression of this frustration and I 

believe that there is a correlation between “radicalism” and the inability of an ethnocultural group 

to be respected. Of course, this lack of respect can take various forms. The inability to negotiate 

new norms of governance or an institutional or a constitutional reform is certainly one of them.  

 

I think that parallels can be drawn from the current situation with the Volksunie which had been a 

central political feature of Flemish nationalists from 1954 until its disappearance in 2001. During 

the 1960, the party was very vocal in demanding federalism and gained twelve seats in 1965 and 

twenty in 1968 (while the other Flemish parties “only” adopted a discourse for more cultural 

autonomy).  Many authors have wondered about the reasons explaining its dissolution in 2001 

and its transformation into what we now know as the N-VA. There seems to be a general 

consensus to this question. The Volksunie simply disappeared because its original program had 

been realized (Govaert, 2002/3: 37). Once the regionalization/communautarization of Belgium 

had been set in motion in 1970 and led to the federalization of the country in 1993, the Volksunie 

had simply lost its raison d’être. Its program simply lost its appeal, which can largely explain the 

decline in its popular support since the 1981 elections in favour of federalist parties. The only 
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option left was to develop a more radical nationalist discourse. This is the path followed by 

certain members of the Volksunie who founded the N-VA18. However, in order to have a 

resonance in people’s hearts, radicalism needs to arise from an unjust treatment or a form of 

frustration. The beginnings of the N-VA arose from just this sort of situation. In 2003, since the 

conditions of radicalism where not there, they had only one candidate elected to the federal 

parliament. However, once the state reform became a political problem, the N-VA began to 

achieve any notable success.  

 

How can we explain the refusal on the part of Francophones to negotiate a state reform with 

Flemings ? After all, from 1970 until 2001, five important reforms were made to the country’s 

institutions which saw Belgium pass from a unitary state to a very decentralize federal state. On 

this point I share Uyttendaele opinion that the main reason is that in every reform, both group 

were able to make meaningful gains (2011: 60). In 1970, Flemings sought cultural autonomy and 

secured three cultural communities with limited powers. In return, the Francophones were given 

constitutional protections within the national parliament. They also received the assurance that 

this reform was just a stepping-stone to the creation of three regions with powers regarding 

economic autonomy an important demand made by the Walloons since the 1950s. In 1980, the 

constitution was once again amended and the Flemish and Walloon regions were established. In 

return, the communities were given more powers with regards to matters related to individuals 

(social policy). In 1988, following demands of the Francophones, Brussels-Capital became a 

region. In return, the communities received full powers in education and the Flemings of Brussels 

were given political protections within municipal institutions similar to those given to the 

Francophones in 1970. Also, at the demands of Flemings, the limits of Brussels-Capital were not 

modified (which mean that bilingualism was not extended). Although Belgium was already very 
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federal, a fourth reform happened in 1993 in order to consolidate the previous state reforms and 

to turn Belgium into a fully-fledged federal state. Finally, in 2001, the Francophones managed to 

negotiate new mechanisms for financing programs, which had been in place since 1989. But they 

agreed to “communautarize” and “regionalize” agriculture, fisheries, foreign trade, development 

cooperation and the organization of local powers and their tutelage. In exhcnage, and at the great 

pleasure of Flanders, the regions also secured fiscal autonomy and the number of guaranteed 

seats for Flemish-speakers in the Brussels parliament was raised. During those reforms, 

compromise was relatively easy because both groups were able to gain accommodations that they 

were looking for. However, those days of mutually-advantageous agreements are now over. 

Uyttendaele writes that:  

 

After the 2001 reform, the Francophones had nothing more to gain, while the Flemish 

community intended to continue the state reform process. This situation led to a dialogue 

of the deaf where every demand expressed in the North since that moment has been 

received with indifference by a Francophone front composed by its four democratic 

parties (Uyttendaele, 2011, p. 60).   

 

Belgium has now entered situation of disinterested dialogue. In this sense, the answer to the 

question: “what’s in it for me and my group ?” changed considerably. Walloons now have to put 

themselves into the Flemings’ shoes and be ready to bargain in good faith and make concessions, 

which is in itself very difficult (Laforest 1998: 51-82). Politically speaking, this is a very difficult 

situation, but Francophones have to realize that entering into an audi alteram partem process with 

Flanders in order to find a satisfactory solution that could lead to the development of a Flemish 

sense of belonging toward Belgium. That is to say, a rational love for a country’s institutions and 
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norms of governance., This is what Yves Leterme meant when he suggested that “Belgium has no 

future if its institutions cannot evolve in conformity with its people wishes”19. By insisting that 

Belgium only has a value for Flemings if its institutions can serve them well, he clearly indicated 

the nature of his patriotic love for his country. On the other hand, the current blockage and 

incapacity of Francophones to enter into a dialogical process with Flemings in order to suit their 

demands for state reforms only contributes to exacerbate their radicalism20.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In this paper, I have tried to identify the reason why the independence option in Flanders as 

gained such an importance within the last couple of years. My claim is that the current quest for 

political autonomy within Flanders can be explain by the fact that Flemings are unable to obtain a 

state reform, even thought it is a demand worthy of respect that has been democratically 

expressed by their parliament after three years of discussions. This situation is constitutive to the 

expression of radical discourses, such as secessionism. People who are choosing this option are 

doing so because they no longer believe that they live in a free and open society where they are 

able to challenge its norms of governance. In my opinion, the examples of the Meech Lake 

Accord in Canada in 1987 and of the Status of Autonomy of Catalonia in 2006 tend to support 

my claim. I have argued that the possibility of questioning those norms and to be heard by the 

“Other” can play a major role in the creation of a sense of attachment to a political association. 

This is what I call a “sense of belonging to a free polity” which can be seen as an essential 

component of the “federal spirit” that national minorities or historically disadvantaged groups 

must have in order to keep the unity and stability of multinational states (Friedrich, 1968 : 175 ; 

Elazar, 1987 : 192-197 ; Webber, 1994 : 189). In the case of Belgium, the current situation in 
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Flanders can be largely explained by this concept. The recent rise in the support of Flemish 

separatist parties can be understood as a reaction against their inability to enter into a successful 

dialogue with their Francophone counterparts.  

 

Of course, this is not what we usually think of when we consider what should be at the heart of a 

sense of belonging. Nationalism has taught us that a common public culture, language or history 

constitutes the “normal” elements of patriotism (Mill, 1977: 547; Barry, 1999: 56; Canovan, 

1996; Miller, 1995; Schnapper, 1994). However, because of its inherent nature, multinationalism 

means that we probably have to rethink our concepts in this regard. Just like Jürgen Habermas’ 

theory of constitutional patriotism, the idea that individuals can feel a patriotic love for their 

political association solely based upon a certain conceptualization of dialogue fits into this new 

paradigmatic trend. I am a strong defender of this “liberal-postnationalist” thesis (Dardanelli & 

Stojanovic, 2011: 360). Based upon comparative analysis of other multinational states, I believe 

that such a sense of belonging do exist on the part of national minorities or historically 

disadvantaged groups within multinational states. While Habermas considers constitutional 

patriotism as a solution for multinational states or supranational entities (like the European 

Union), I think that stability can be secured in the absence of a shared national identity provided 

that citizens feel a sense of belonging to a free polity.  

 

The emergence of such a sense of belonging has implications for constitutionalism. Considering 

that it often includes fundamental rights and freedoms of individuals, one of the main 

characteristics of a constitution is its difficulty to amend. Otherwise, there would be risks of 

domination and tyranny. In the case of multinational states, such a principle must be guaranteed 

at all cost, because the dominant ethnocultural group could use its majority to impose laws that 
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could be harmful to national minorities (Caron 2006). The Canadian case is a good example. By 

patriating the constitution in 1982, the Canadian government and the English-speaking provinces 

also included a Charter of rights and freedoms. The Charter took its place in opposition to certain 

common public norms adhered to by Quebec society, which were designed to both protect and 

promote its francophone character. In this regard, the effects of the Charter on the Quebec 

Charter of the French language, more commonly known as Bill 101, are the best documented and 

clearest. More specifically, section 73 of Bill 101, which provided that only children with one 

parent who had received an education in English in Quebec had the right to attend English 

educational institutions themselves, was held to be void under section 23 of the Canadian 

Charter, which extended that right to children with one parent who had received an education in 

English in Canada (Laforest, 1992). However, the primary idea behind the possibility for the 

development of a sense of belonging to a free polity implies that minority or historically 

disadvantaged groups should be able to challenge the norms of the political association. 

Sometimes those norms can alter the constitution. In this sense, if the amending process is too 

difficult to set in motion, then this sense of attachment is doomed from the start. Consequently, 

constitutionalism should try to strike a balance between the intangibility of the constitutional 

order and the possibility for a group to successfully ask for a modification when his cultural self-

determination is at stake. As I have argued earlier, constitutionalism should take into 

consideration that when a demand has received a clear majority after a referendum process or that 

it has been approved by a legislative assembly after important consultations with the population, 

it is democratically worthy of respect and should be taken seriously.   
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1 For the first time in its history, the Scottish National Party is forming a majority government 
and its leader, Alex Salmond, made the promise that he will hold a referendum on Scotland’s 
independence within the next four years.  
2 In 1995, Québécois have voted in favour of independence in a proportion of 49.4%.  
3 http://ppotato.wordpress.com/2010/06/20/is-belgium-going-to-split/ (page accessed on May 25th 
2011). 
4 http://ppotato.wordpress.com/2010/06/20/is-belgium-going-to-split/ (page accessed on May 25th 
2011). 
5 In 2003, the Vlaams Belang (then called the Vlaams Blok) and the N-VA received a combined 
vote of only 14.7%.  
6 Michael Keating as made this point clear in his analysis of Quebec, Catalonia and Scotland 
(2006). The analysis of the Belgium situation seems to confirm this thesis. A 1999 survey 
demonstrate that people who favour their Flemish identity over a Belgian one tend to support 
nationalist and secessionist parties, such the Vlaams Blok (which became the Vlaams Belang a 
few years later) and the Volksunie&ID21 (the ancestor of the N-VA). See (Van Haute et al., 
2007: 11; Wils: 1996).  
7 Kymlicka gives a list of government measures for achieving this goal of integration. For him, 
possible means include revision of school curricula so that the historical contributions of minority 
groups are better recognized; recognition of the religious feast-days of minority groups as public 
holidays; making dress codes more flexible so that members of ethnic groups or religious 
minorities can wear their traditional garb; prohibition of hate literature and creation of standards 
to prevent ethnic stereotyping; and training of professionals and public officers so that they are 
more aware of the practices of minority groups (Kymlicka, 2007).   
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8 Contrary to Québécois or Catalans, Flandrians are the majority group in Belgium. However, in 
their demands for recognition and accommodation, they act like a national minority. This 
situation can be explained by the fact that they were historically dominated by the Francophones.  
9 This notion was developed by Andrew Mason (see Mason, 1999; 2000) 
10 Its founder, René Lévesque, decided to give a chance to renewed federalism and to Brian 
Mulroney’s attempts to reunite Quebec with Canada and its successor, Pierre-Marc Johnson, 
replaced the idea of sovereignty in favour of the concept of “national affirmation” which was in 
fact a type of cultural nationalism without the threat of independence.  
11 http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9807E0DE1E31F93AA25755C0A9609C8B63 
(page accessed on June 15th 2011).  
12 http://www.elperiodico.cat/ca/noticias/politica/20100710/1100000-persones-assisteixen-marxa-
protesta-per-sentencia/379832.shtml (page accessed on June 15th 2011). 
13 http://www.sudouest.fr/2010/07/18/espagne-pres-de-la-moitie-des-catalans-pour-l-
independance-selon-un-sondage-141809-4803.php (page accessed on June 15th 2011).  
14 http://mobile.sudpresse.be/la_une/article_776292.shtml 
15 http://www.lalibre.be/actu/belgique/article/321732/l-immobilisme-cree-le-separatisme.html 
(page accessed on ) 
16 http://www.woordhouden.be/?q=node/86  
17 http://popups.ulg.ac.be/federalisme/document.php?id=285  
18 It is important to note that the last leader of the Volksunie, Geert Bourgeois, became the first 
leader of the N-VA.  
19 See “Sans accord négocié, rien ne sera possible: ni la réforme de l’État ni la scission du pays”, 
Le Soir, 12 août 2010.  
20 In March 2011, a poll suggested that 49.4% of Flemish voters would have voted for the Nieuw-
Vlaamse Alliantie, the Vlaams Belang or the Lijst De Decker if elections would have been held. 
http://www.lalibre.be/actu/elections-2010/article/651174/la-droite-nationaliste-a-50.html (page 
accessed on June 12th 2011).  


