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ABSTRACT
In societies divided along ethnocultural lines, intergroup cooperation can often
be a challenging task. This process can be even more complex if political parties
and voters are divided along those same social cleavages. This study focuses on
the case of Belgium and explores whether divided societies with separate party
systems necessarily lead to distinct partisan alignments. Using electoral survey
data from the 2014 Belgian federal election, we investigate whether political
ideology is stronger than ethnolinguistic group membership in shaping
electoral behaviour. The results demonstrate that although Belgian voters are
divided along linguistic lines when it comes to preferences about centralization,
they remain aligned along party families on social and economic dimensions.

KEYWORDS Social cleavages; ideology; regionalism; elections; Belgium

In divided societies, establishing separate political institutions is sometimes
seen as a way of mediating and preventing further conflict. While there is a
debate on whether political partition along ethnocultural lines assuages or
exacerbates division (Anderson 2016; McGarry and O’Leary 2009), this strategy
creates two (or more) separate political worlds that have their own distinct
dynamics. Though political elites from each side may come together from
time to time to negotiate nation-wide compromises, they can only ultimately
be held to account come election time by voters from their own group. This
situation creates a perverse incentive for more entrepreneurial political elites
to stir up intergroup tensions for their own gain. Therefore, institutional
arrangements may promote, or even heighten, existing differences in political
culture between the different groups (Cornell 2002; Lorwin 1968). While
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political divisions have had a prominent place in the political science literature
(see Lipset and Rokkan 1967), the exact implications of such divisions on citi-
zens’ attitudes or partisan alignments have been somewhat overlooked. This
is especially true regarding how citizens vote along ethnoregional lines.

Belgium is often cited as an example of a ‘divided society’. Dutch-speakers
in Flanders and French-speakers in Wallonia and much of the Brussels Capital
Region, lead seemingly separate lives while living in the same country. With
separate education systems and media landscapes, Belgium’s recent history
has been marked by various disagreements over language, many of which
inevitably spill over into the political realm. However, the country also has sep-
arate party systems organized along this divide, in effect creating two distinct
electorates (Van Haute and Deschouwer 2018). While not all socio-political ten-
sions in Belgium are about language, the separate socio-political institutions
force most inter-regional disagreements to be refracted through a linguistic
lens. This, furthermore, not only complicates decision-making on issues of
national jurisdiction but also weakens, or ‘hollows out’, the federal government
and its institutions (Hooghe 2004; Swenden and Jans 2006). Once a unified and
centralized state, previous social conflicts led the political system to gradually
diverge along the regional boundaries, with political parties in both regions
eventually being organized and operated as separate entities.

Yet, recent years have seen efforts to go beyond the ethnocultural divide
and work together along coherent political lines. The most striking of these
endeavours has arguably been the attempts by Dutch-speaking Groen and
French-speaking Ecolo green parties to work together. The two parties not
only formed a single bilingual group (political faction) in the Belgian Federal
Parliament, but also campaigned under a joint and bilingual list for the
federal elections in the Brussels region (Dandoy 2015; De Winter and Wolfs
2017). These efforts to work together across ethnoregional lines in maintaining
a well-aligned political ideology lead us to ask the following question: Do
divided societies with separate party systems necessarily mean distinct partisan
alignments? We wonder whether ideology behaves similarly in shaping citi-
zens’ vote choice across such ethnoregional or ethnolinguistic divides.

To answer this question, we use data from the PartiRep survey for the 2014
Belgian federal election (Deschouwer et al. 2015) and an ideological frame-
work that explores centralization, economic, and social ideological dimen-
sions in an independent manner. The results highlight two important
findings. Firstly, when we look specifically at voter ideology, similar parties
tend to attract similar voters across the linguistic divide. Secondly, we con-
tribute to the understanding of electoral behaviour in divided societies by
exploring the relationships between regionalism, ideology, and vote
choice. Contrary to expectation, we find that ethnoregional divides do not
necessarily lead to differing voting patterns, even when such divides are
reflected in the party system.
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The paper proceeds in five parts. The first section discusses the literature
on electoral dynamics in divided societies. The second section presents the
Belgian case. Next, we present our hypotheses for the study. After discussing
the data, we show our empirical analyses based on voter attitudes. We then
close with a short discussion on the potential implications of our findings for
divided societies.

Elections in divided societies

In states with salient ethnocultural divisions, political parties can organize
themselves according to these same social divisions. Parties within each
segment can either form post-electoral coalitions, like in Belgium, or formal
pre-election coalitions, like the Barisan Nasional in Malaysia. Reilly (2006:,
812) states that in societies that are divided along ethnocultural lines, ‘it is
often easier for campaigning parties to attract voter support by appealing
to ethnic allegiances rather than issues of class or ideology.’ The result is
that such societies often deal with a party system that has some elements
of ethnic partisanship (Horowitz 1985).

These intergroup political divides can be amplified by power-sharing
structures that are based on ethnic, linguistic, or religious divisions. For
instance, Erk and Koning (2010) find that linguistic heterogeneity often
leads to increased decentralization so that institutions come to reflect the lin-
guistic structure in a given country. Power-sharing structures in plural
societies, such as consociationalism, aim to provide autonomy and power for
each constituent member to be satisfied (Lijphart 1977). However, these struc-
tures can also institutionalize the divide between societal segments, as each
group can develop its own media outlets, political culture, and party system.
On this point, Horowitz (1985) argues that power-sharing structures can actu-
ally heighten ethnic tensions, since the ‘grand coalition’ requirements lead to
ethnic outbidding between intra-group elites. In addition, the greater the
importance of ethnic parties for the electoral system, the lower the levels of
ideological coherence will be (Gunther and Diamond 2001).

In political contexts divided along ethnolinguistic lines, mother tongue
has been shown to be a determinant for individuals’ political attitudes and
even vote choice (Bilodeau, Turgeon, and Karakoç 2012; Miley 2013),
meaning that differing ethnolinguistic groups can have differing sociopo-
litical preferences. The situation is further complicated by the fact that
even parties from the same party family (i.e. parties with different organ-
izational structures, but with similar policy and ideological stances (see
Mair and Mudde 1998)) can have diverging positions on core issues (Vasi-
lopoulou 2018). Therefore, appealing to all segments of society in a
country divided along language and region might be quite a political
endeavour.
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While divided societies can generate and depend on separate partisan
offerings, division does not necessarily lead to complete political separation.
For instance, Horowitz (1990) emphasizes the need for political formations to
appeal to all segments of a society in order to maximize the chances of
achieving a peaceful sociopolitical climate. In some countries with important
social cleavages, such as Canada, this led to ‘brokerage parties’ that try to
reconcile these differences with programmes that accommodate and inte-
grate such divisions (Carty 2015). Furthermore, even in a longstanding,
deeply divided society such as Northern Ireland, not all citizens necessarily
develop negative attitudes towards political parties that represent the oppos-
ing side of the social cleavage (Garry 2007).

In terms of political preferences, recent work exploring the ethnolinguistic
divide in Canada has shown that citizens’ political attitudes are better predic-
tors of political behaviour than their ethnolinguistic group or region
(Medeiros 2017). While the scholarship tends to concentrate on the political
preferences of the ‘average voter’ (Rivero 2015), individuals who share similar
political preferences exist on all sides of a social cleavage. For instance, while
one sub-national region might be on average more right-leaning and
another region in the same country might prefer on average more left-of-
centre policies, there will inevitably be left-leaning citizens in the former
and right-leaning ones in the latter. Consequently, citizens who share political
preferences will tend to behave similarly across the divide (Montpetit, Lacha-
pelle, and Kiss 2017). While it is fair to expect deeply divided societies to drift
apart politically, social divisions may not necessarily lead to profound political
dissimilarities at the citizen level. Rather, individuals across the country may
remain ideologically coherent despite the existence of a structuring ethnocul-
tural divide.

Belgium: Living together, but separately?

Belgium is a case-study with ample fodder for critics of consociationalism,
such as Horowitz (1985). There are arguably few pan-national ‘Belgian’
social aspects, leading the country’s constituent groups to live relatively iso-
lated from each other. This was brought on by tumultuous social upheavals in
the 1960s which saw confrontations between Dutch-speaking—mainly in
Flanders—and French-speaking populations—mainly in Wallonia—come to
the forefront of national life (Huyse 1981). This in turn led elites to institutio-
nalize differences through the creation of separate institutions (Deschouwer
2002; Erk and Koning 2010; Sinardet 2010). Such divisions along linguistic
lines have been transposed onto the country’s political system. In fact, it
may not even be possible to speak of a ‘Belgian’ party system, as political
parties have split along linguistic lines since the 1960s and voters cast their
ballot for a candidate/party affiliated with the linguistic community of their
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region of residence. Generally speaking, Belgians who live in Flanders vote
for candidates from Dutch-speaking parties and those from Wallonia cast
their ballots for French-speaking parties. The situation is slightly more com-
plicated in the Brussels Capital Region, where parties from both sides of the
divide present candidates.1 As a result, this segmented party system in
Belgium plays an interesting role in reinforcing territorial cleavages.

While parties differ across regions, the country’s partisan landscape is still
similar due to the existence of ‘sibling parties’. However, party system drift is
nonetheless apparent and it has already been acknowledged that both
regions produce majorities that tend toward different poles on the ideologi-
cal spectrum (De Winter, Swyngedouw, and Dumont 2006). According to De
Smaele (2011), this is a historical curiosity that remains true. However, Billiet
(2011) notes that the left-right distinction between Flanders and Wallonia is
overstated, as survey data reveal that the two regions are actually less divided
than their elites’ political posturing might suggest. Still, Deschouwer and Reu-
champs (2013:, 267) have pointed out that the structure of the Belgian federal
system is one in which ‘[e]lectoral wins and losses are increasingly different
within the same party family. […] The overall result of the elections is –
and always has been – a centre-right majority in the north and a centre-left
majority in the south.’ This pattern is evident in both regional and federal
elections. But it remains, according to Deschouwer and colleagues (2017),
that although these sibling parties in Belgium act very independently from
one another and have varying levels of success in their respective region,
they are, on the whole, ideologically quite similar.

The Belgian partisan landscape therefore provides an interesting opportu-
nity to examine if ideology structures vote choice similarly or differently
across an ethnocultural social divide.

Hypotheses

From the review of the literature and of the Belgian case, we identify two
competing hypotheses.

First, while the political party literature recognizes the existence of sibling
parties across regions in Belgium, this scholarship also points to the fact that
ideology is very dissimilar—at least in the aggregate—across regions.
Coupled with the literature on divided societies, this leads us to expect
that the attitudes of Flemish and Walloon voters should also be distinct, as
they should be influenced by their linguistic group membership rather
than their ideological party family affinity. We therefore propose the follow-
ing hypothesis:

H1: Voters from the same ethnolinguistic group are more similar to each other
than voters from the same ideological parties.

REGIONAL & FEDERAL STUDIES 5



Second, evidence from the regionalism literature suggests that ideologically
aligned citizens tend to hold similar political preferences regardless of the
region where they live (Montpetit, Lachapelle, and Kiss 2017; Medeiros
2017). We therefore expect that, in terms of attracting voters, ideology and
party identification will serve as the most important determinants. Long-
standing research has demonstrated that voters cast their ballots for the
party that is closest to their own ideological preferences (Blais et al. 2001;
Downs 1957). This median voter logic is in line with the argument from
Garry (2009) that after the ethnonational electoral divide has set in, voters
return to conventional ideological dimensions to determine their vote
choice. Furthermore, party identification, the bond that links voters to
parties, tends to be long-lasting. Green and colleagues (2004) describe
party identification as a type of social identity. In addition, Westwood and col-
leagues (2018) show that in four Western democracies, including Belgium,
partisan attachments are actually stronger than social groups attachments.
Therefore, the existence of ideologically aligned sibling parties in Belgium
should lead voters who hold similar ideologies to vote in a similar manner,
regardless of whether they live in Flanders or Wallonia. We then pose a
second, competing, hypothesis:

H2: Voters from similar ideological parties are more similar than voters from
similar ethnolinguistic groups

Data

To test our hypotheses, we make use of the PartiRep survey for the 2014
Belgian federal election (Deschouwer et al. 2015).2 The partisan dynamics
of the 2014 Belgian federal election were quite similar to the previous one
held in 2010, in which the N-VA became the dominant Flemish party
(André and Depauw 2015). Seeing as the 2014 Belgian federal election is
the most recent that is part of this new partisan era and for which survey
data were available, it is thus suitable to test our hypotheses. We rescaled
all the non-dichotomous variables used in the analyses to run from 0 to
1. Respondents who chose not to answer or responded ‘don’t know’ were
excluded from all analyses.

We start with categorizing the Belgian political parties into the five main
party families that span the linguistic divide, which represent around 85%
of the votes cast for the Federal Chamber in 2014.3 The Christian Democratic
party family contains the Dutch-speaking Christen-Democratisch en Vlaams
(CD&V) and its French-speaking sibling party Centre démocrate humaniste
(cdH). The Liberal family is formed of the Dutch-speaking Open Vlaamse Lib-
eralen en Democraten (Open VLD) and its French-speaking sibling party the
Mouvement Réformateur (MR). The Socialist family is comprised of the
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Dutch-speaking Socialistische Partij Anders (sp.a) and the French-speaking
Parti Socialiste (PS). The Green party family is made up of the Dutch-speaking
Groen and the French-speaking Ecolo parties. Finally, the Regionalist party
family is a unique party family in that it does not have sibling parties
across the language divide (De Winter 1998; Van Haute and Pilet 2006).
While the Francophone regionalist parties have declined in popularity,4 the
main regionalist party on the Flemish side, the Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie (N-
VA), has become the dominant political force in Flanders. These parties
were unified into nation-wide parties with a single party organization in
the 1960s, but as DeWinter (2006) noted, there remains a lack of coordination
mechanisms between party families across the language divide today, with
the notable exception of the green parties.

Rather than use a unidimensional left-right framework, we have decided to
test our hypotheses through the lens of three separate ideological dimen-
sions. It has been argued that three separate ideological dimensions are
necessary when examining vote choice in contexts with a strong ethnoregio-
nal divide: one that measures economic liberalism, one that measures social
conservatism, and one that measures centralization (or preference for power
to be concentrated at the centre in a society rather than at the periphery)
(Gauvin, Chhim, and Medeiros 2016; Medeiros, Gauvin, and Chhim 2015;
Wheatley et al. 2014). This strategy also allows us to see a more complete
picture of the ideological congruence of niche parties, as previous research
has supported that a single left-right ideological dimension is too broad
(Bischof and Wagner 2020). Furthermore, a multidimensional framework
allows to better understand partisan divisions in divided societies (Garry, Mat-
thews, and Wheatley 2017).

These dimensions were captured by creating summative rating scales5

However, it was impossible to do so for all dimensions. For the centralization
and economic dimensions, we were not able to create scales that both pre-
sented eigenvalues over 1 and loaded into a single factor after principal com-
ponent analysis (Tabachnick and Fidell 1996), or that showed sufficient
reliability with high enough Cronbach’s α scores. Thus, we used questions
that most explicitly captured the economic (support for the free market)
and centre-periphery (power-sharing preferences) dimensions as proxies.
The question asking where policy power should lie between the regional
and federal levels was used as a proxy for the centralization dimension (vari-
able v47). The answer choices were inverted to reflect the directionality of our
dimension, meaning the variable was rescaled so that a 1 indicated prefer-
ence for power to lie in the hands of the federal government. In the case
of the economic dimension, we used a question that asks about the
desired level of government intervention in free enterprise (variable v45),
with the higher score indicating stronger support for the free market. A
scale for the social dimension was constructed by combining three questions
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(variables v74, v75, and v76). These questions capture attitudes on diversity
and immigration6 The three questions’ answer choices were inverted to
match the directionality of our dimension, where a higher score indicates
support for social conservatism. Robustness checks were carried out by con-
ducting principal component analyses using varimax rotation on the items for
the three dimensions. The results demonstrate that the social variables are
part of a single factor, substantiating that they relate to a common dimension
(see Appendix 4 in the online supplemental material). Reliability of the social
scale was also validated with a Cronbach’s α score of 0.72. Principal com-
ponent analyses were also used to make sure that our proxies for economy
and centre-periphery dimensions did not correlate with our social scale.
The results, available in Appendix 4 in the online supplemental material,
confirm that the two proxies do not load into a single factor with the social
dimension.7 Therefore, we believe to be further justified in using these ques-
tions and scales for the ideological dimensions in our analysis. For more
details on the questions that were used to construct these three ideological
dimensions, see Appendix 1 in the online supplemental material.

All statistical models use robust standard errors based on a probability
weight that aims to correct sample representation with respect to age,
gender, and level of education in each region. To isolate the influence of
our ideological dimensions, a series of control variables were added to the
regression models. To be specific, we control for the respondents’ classic
sociodemographics: age, gender, and education. Furthermore, we categor-
ized respondents according to their region: Flanders or Wallonia; the
survey was not fielded in the Brussels Capital Region. Since some respondents
in the sample did not primarily speak Dutch in Flanders (8 percent) or French
in Wallonia (9 percent), we also control for the language most often used with
the family in the regression models.

Results

We first consider unidimensional ideological self-placement in order to gauge
the general differences between voters in Flanders and Wallonia. Table 1
shows descriptive statistics broken down by Flemish and Walloon respon-
dents. Respondents were asked to place themselves on an ideological spec-
trum ranging from 0 to 10, where 0 was the farleft and 10 was the farright. We

Table 1. Ideological Self-Placement in Flanders and Wallonia.
Region Average Self-Placement N

Flanders 0.53 982
Wallonia 0.45 989
T-test p < 0.001*** 1,971
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then rescaled this variable from 0 to 1. On first glance, it seems that there is a
noticeable difference between the two language groups in terms of ideologi-
cal self-placement. While Flemings place themselves on average slightly to
the right of centre, Walloons place themselves not too far left from the
centre. We compare these means with the use a difference in means test,
this gap is found to be statistically significant. This descriptive finding
seems to support commonly held expectations about political attitudes in
both regions. It is also a larger gap than what is found in Canada, another lin-
guistically divided country, where the difference between Francophone
Quebec and the other Anglophone provinces is not statistically significant.

However, while ideological self-placement does provide a general idea of
where voters position themselves on a simplified left-right continuum, it
relies on individuals’ self-perceptions as well as condenses all issues over a
single dimension. For these reasons, we unpack ideology and break it
down into the three dimensions to highlight divergences in Flanders and
Wallonia: centralization, economic liberalism and social conservatism scales.
Table 2 shows voters’ mean positioning on these three scales. As a reminder,
the centralization dimension ranges from 0 to 1 in terms of increasing prefer-
ences for power to lie at the centre, rather than in the periphery (region). The
economy dimension also ranges from 0 to 1 in terms of increasing freedom
that companies should have. Finally, the social dimension ranges from 0 to
1 and is an index in terms of increasing social conservatism. On average, it
seems that very little separates Flemings from Walloons. Contrary to what
could be expected from Table 1, it seems that both regions have similar
opinions regarding the economy dimension, even if the difference is
almost statistically different to the p < 0.05 level. The social dimension dis-
tinguishes voters a bit more, as Flemish voters are on average more conser-
vative than their Walloon counterparts. The main point of divergence lies
with the issue of centralization. However, it seems that the differences are
in line with what is commonly thought to be the case with individuals
from the two communities: those in Flanders would like more power
devolved to their region, while those in Wallonia would be more centre-
oriented. But what about the partisan divisions?

Figure 1 presents predicted positioning on all three dimensions according
to region and party family. As can be observed in this chart, in most cases,
voters within party families do not have drastically different ideological

Table 2. Three-Dimensional Ideology in Flanders and Wallonia (N in Parentheses).
Region Centralization Economy Social

Flanders 0.45 (978) 0.54 (994) 0.56 (1,000)
Wallonia 0.56 (967) 0.51 (1,016) 0.52 (1,018)
T-test p < 0.001*** p = 0.052 p < 0.001***
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positions across regions. For instance, in the Socialist family, voters of sp.a
and PS position themselves similarly on all three dimensions. While on
average Flemish socialists prefer regional powers and are more socially con-
servative, these differences are not statistically significant. The same pattern
can be observed for supporters of the Green parties, Groen and Ecolo voters.
The story changes in the cases of Liberal and Christian Democrat voters,
however. With regard to centralization, Open VLD voters are less willing to
support federal powers than MR voters in the Liberal family. Likewise,
within the Christian Democrat family, CD&V voters clearly prefer powers to
lie within the regions, while cdH voters prefer these powers to lie with the
federal government. The Flemish Christian Democrats are also on average
more socially conservative than cdH voters. While this difference is not stat-
istically significant to p < 0.05, it comes close of passing this threshold. Inter-
estingly, the Liberal family is the only one where the Walloon voters are on
average slightly more socially conservative than their Flemish counterparts,
even though the difference is again not statistically different. Finally, as
could be expected, the regionalist N-VA is the party where voters are
the least supportive of centralization.

Figure 1. Graphical Representation of Voters’ Ideological Positioning. Note: Confidence
intervals are at the 84% level following Macgregor-Fors and Payton (2013). Confidence
intervals of 84% are used in the figure, since a classic 95% confidence interval is com-
puted against a baseline of zero and should not be compared to another mean. For
instance, overlapping 95% confidence intervals may not necessarily mean that a
different is not significant. Macgregor-Fors and Payton (2013) demonstrate that when
comparing two values against each other, an 84% confidence interval is the equivalent
of a 95% confidence interval.
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Overall, our findings suggest that the major ideological divide among
Belgian voters is along centralization. Though Dutch-speaking parties are
relatively close to French-speaking ones with regard to the other two dimen-
sions, the linguistic division is much less pronounced than what was first
hypothesized and voters fall more in line according to ideology. Ultimately,
our findings support conclusions from the language group and partisan
mean comparisons of Deschouwer and colleagues (2017) as well as Sinardet
and colleagues (2017). Yet, while the similarities and differences along ideo-
logical dimensions are worthwhile, it is, in our view, essential to know
whether these factors determine vote choice in a similar manner across the
linguistic divide.

In order to estimate the influence of each dimension on vote choice, we
also performed multinomial regression analyses of vote choice. Figure 2 dis-
plays the marginal effects estimated from multinomial logistic regression
analyses (for the actual marginal effect estimates, see Appendices 2 and 3
in the online supplemental material).

The results show how our three ideology dimensions affect vote choice for
these parties. But more importantly, it further provides support to our com-
peting hypothesis (H2): patterns are more similar within party families than
across linguistic lines, as ideology behaves similarly across regions. This is
especially true when looking at the effects of social conservatism and

Figure 2. Ideological Positioning of Voters (Marginal Effects). Note: Confidence intervals
are at the 95% level.
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economic liberalism. For instance, supporting the free market decreases the
likelihood of voting for socialist parties in both regions: by 18 percent for the
sp.a and 16 percent for PS, although the result for PS is only significant at the
p < 0.10 level. In both cases, positioning on the economy scale even has a
slightly more negative effect than social conservatism on voting for these
parties. However, while right-leaning voters are less likely to vote for sp.a,
the effect was not significant for PS. Interestingly enough, while being in
favour for the free market decreases the probability of voting for Groen (by
17 percent in Flanders), social conservatism has an even stronger negative
effect on green vote in both regions (22 and 29 percent for Wallonia and Flan-
ders, respectively), suggesting that while some Green supporters may be less
likely to support the free market, they are on average more likely to vote
based on their stance on social conservatism.

Where regions differ, however, is in the Liberal family. For both Open VLD
and MR, supporting economic liberalism increases the probability of voting
for them over others by 25 percent in both cases. However, while MR also
benefits from support from socially conservative voters (a 32 percent increase
in vote likelihood), positioning on this dimension does not seem to affect
vote for Open VLD. The case of Christian Democrat parties is also interesting.
For both CD&V and cdH, positioning on any of the ideology dimensions does
not seem to increase or decrease the likelihood of voting for these parties.
Finally, as could be expected, supporting the free market increases the like-
lihood of voting for the Flemish N-VA by 15 percent (although just at the p
< 0.10 level) while being a social conservative increases it by 50 percent,
suggesting many N-VA voters align with this party much more on the basis
of social issues than economic ones.

One striking difference between regions lies with the role of centralization.
Indeed, positioning on this dimension had no effect on voting in Wallonia.
However, centralization had an effect in distinguishing party vote in Flanders,
as this issue is more salient to many voters. While supporters of more regional
powers are more likely to vote for the regionalist N-VA, preferring more
powers in the hands of the federal government statistically increases the like-
lihood of voting for sp.a, and Open VLD. In the case of Groen and CD&V, cen-
tralization does not have a statistically significant influence on voting for
these parties. Although these results suggest that the centralization issue
was especially important for Flemish voters, as it is systematically mobilized
in election campaigns by the N-VA, they also indicate that it would likely
not be a barrier for the voter unification of the four other party families.

In terms of the control variables, marginal effects based on the multino-
mial models (in Appendices 2 and 3 in the online supplemental material)
highlighted different effects relative to linguistic region. For Flemish voters,
marginal effects suggest education and gender did not substantively affect
vote for any of these parties. However, younger voters were more likely to
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vote for Groen (14 percent increase) while older voters were more likely to
vote CD&V by 14 percent. Interestingly, language was significant for only
two parties, as speaking mainly Dutch with family decreased the likelihood
of voting sp.a, by 13 percent but increased the likelihood of voting N-VA
by 28 percent. Non-Dutch speakers were also more likely to vote Groen,
although only significant at the p < 0.10 level. In the Walloon region, edu-
cation affected the vote for three of the four main parties. Educated voters
were less likely to vote PS by 36 percent, but more likely to vote for Ecolo
and MR by 12 and 17 percent, respectively, although the results for Ecolo
are only significant at the p < 0.10 level. Age only affected the vote for
Ecolo; similar to Groen, the party tends to attract younger voters, with an
11 percent increase in vote probability. Women were also less likely to vote
for MR than men by 10 percent, but more likely to vote for PS by 7
percent. However, French speakers did not seem to vote differently than
non-Francophones in this region.

Overall, the results of our analyses indicate that Flemings and Walloons are
not that ideologically dissimilar. Furthermore, votes for sibling parties are
generally similarly determined by ideological dimension, rather than by
regional divide. Therefore, our results lend support for the second hypothesis
(H2) and undermine the first hypothesis (H1).

Discussion

Our empirical analyses revealed interesting findings. Firstly, party voters are
clearly separated along linguistic lines when it comes to preferences about
centralization. This is not particularly surprising, given that a regionalist
party in Flanders has consistently been mobilizing this issue. Because of
the N-VA’s strong issue ownership over the matter of state reform, other
Flemish parties must react by either co-opting or challenging this party’s
stance to stay electorally relevant. The result is that Flemish political parties
become, as a whole, different from their Walloon counterparts.

However, voters aligned more along party families on social and economic
dimensions, often seen as the ‘traditional’ components of political ideology.
While scholarship has found that vote choice can be independent of social
and economic preferences in societies with a salient ethnonationalist
divide (Tilley, Garry, and Matthews 2019), our findings demonstrate that
social and economic dimensions are, along with centralization, important
predictors of vote choice in Flanders and Wallonia. Rather our results are in
line with other research that has highlighted the importance of social and
economic ideology in accounting for vote choice in ethnonational contexts
(Rivero 2015).

Specifically regarding Belgium, our findings further emphasize that Belgian
politics have not been completely overtaken by the (de-)centralization
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debate. Swenden (2013) indicates that there exists convergence between the
two major language communities on a variety of issues other than state
reform. Billiet and colleagues (2006), for their part, state that although
there may be two separate cultures in the major language groups, there
are still many commonalities between them that could facilitate cooperation
and communication. This can be seen as potentially good news for those who
believe that there is more than unites the two communities than separates
them.

Still, the regionalized political structures make unifying voters a unique
challenge. Decentralization, especially along ethnic lines, increases the politi-
cization of issues, which in turn is its own challenge (Taye 2017). Parties from
different partisan families, or even from different sides of the political spec-
trum, have tended to dominate their respective linguistic divide. Though
two groups can share common ideological preferences, these preferences
can be spun by their respective political elites in a contradictory manner
(Turgeon et al. 2019). Furthermore, elite-citizen incongruence can obscure
intergroup citizen-level similarities. Belgian parties have been disconnected,
and more radical, on the centralization issue than the citizens they represent
(Thijssen, Arras, and Sinardet 2018; Dodeigne and Niessen 2019). Therefore,
while there might be common ideological ground, institutional and political
barriers still exist.

Nevertheless, it is important to stress that citizens across the linguistic
divide seem to be rather similar in political terms. Not only do they share
comparable ideological preferences, the de/centralization debate may not
be such a potential political divide after all. When asked how important a
series of issues were for their vote choice, state reform ranked seventh out
of eight in both Flanders and Wallonia (see Appendix 5 in the online sup-
plemental material). Our results truly underscore that if there is a barrier to
greater intergroup political cooperation in Belgium, it is not found at the
citizen-level. Moreover, we also examined the importance attached by
elites to specific issues by using the 2014 Belgian data from the Comparative
Candidate Survey project (2019).9 These data also demonstrate, somewhat
surprisingly, that issues of state reform were rarely indicated by the candi-
dates as the most pressing when compared to economic and social issues.
Therefore, state reform might not even be that substantial of an obstacle
to greater inter-regional political cooperation, even among political elites.

There has previously been a movement among prominent political scien-
tists and other academics advocating for a single nationwide circumscription
in Belgium, similar to Israel or the Netherlands (Deschouwer and Van Parijs
2009). Known as the PAVIA group, they advocate for federal elections to be
held in a single constituency with district magnitude equal to 150 (i.e. the
current number of MPs in the federal parliament). While this plan would not
necessarily bring back national political parties, it may encourage greater
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cooperation between political parties from both sides of the linguistic divide by
encouraging proposals rooted in a vision for the entire country. A federal cir-
cumscription may take different forms in practice and there indeed have
been many different proposals about how to go about realizing this hypothe-
tical scenario. Nonetheless, the findings of this paper may be of some use to
those still wondering if Dutch-speakers and French-speakers have grown too
far apart to make the idea of a single federal circumscription actually workable.

Yet, it is important to note that a potential (re-)unification of political
parties would most likely not see the end of regionalist politics. While regio-
nalized political institutions in Belgium tend to politicize issues along regional
lines (Murphy 1993), we recognize that ideological distance is only one
potential hurdle that sibling parties would have to face. Furthermore, if the
separate party system has meant that regionalist parties – except for the N-
VA in recent years – have generally struggled (Deschouwer 2009), the for-
mation of national parties would provide opportunities for regionalist
parties, especially on the Francophone side. Nevertheless, we believe that
the relationship between ideology and electoral support across an ethnore-
gional divide to be a topic of great importance, for Belgium as well as
other divided societies.

Finally, our results might be of interest for other divided societies with
divided partisan systems. For Bosnia or a future unified Cyprus, the possibility
of ideology overcoming ethnic divides is attainable. Fiji is another example
where the ‘de-ethnicizing’ of the electoral system allowed for parties to
bridge the social divide (Fraenkel 2015; Larson 2014). As evidence from the
Belgian example shows, this is potential for partisan systems to overcome the
exacerbation of societal divisions caused by separate partisan systems.

Notes

1. There are also German-speaking parties, who stand for elected office in the Par-
liament of the German-Speaking Community.

2. Designed and supervised by the PartiRep team, the survey was carried out in
two (pre and post-election) waves in both Flanders and Wallonia using geo-
graphically stratified sampling (in terms of population size) according to the
Belgian National Registry. The respondents were questioned on their political
attitudes and voting choices in the federal, regional and European elections,
which were administered simultaneously on May 25th, 2014.

3. There are also far-right parties, the Dutch-speaking Vlaams Belang (VB) and the
French-speaking Front National, that are generally not very successful in elec-
tions. However, in the recent 2019 federal and regional elections, the VB had
an important surge in votes; making them the second party in terms of vote
share in both the Federal and Flemish legislatures. Though it would have
been interesting to explore the determinants of vote choice for the VB in the
current study, the dataset only includes 21 respondents who indicated
having had voted for VB. As for the far-left, the Workers’ Party of Belgium

REGIONAL & FEDERAL STUDIES 15



(PVDA/PTB) functions as a single party and fielded in 2014 a common list in all
11 constituencies. While also traditionally not very popular in elections, the
party was relatively successful, especially in Brussels and Wallonia, in the
recent 2018 provincial and local elections.

4. There are examples of, active and defunct, Walloon regionalist parties; for
instance: Rassemblement wallon, Front pour l’Indépendance de la Wallonie, Ras-
semblement populaire wallon, and the irredentist Rassemblement Wallonie-
France. As for the Démocrate Fédéraliste Indépendant party (DéFI; formerly
known as FDF), it has traditionally been more of an ethnonationalist party
focused on the interests and rights of Francophones in in Brussels and its per-
iphery (in Flemish territory).

5. This technique has been shown to be preferable to gauge ideological position-
ing than self-reported questions (Treier and Hillygus 2009).

6. We recognize that these questions form more of a social diversity acceptability
scale rather than represent the complete dimension regarding social values.
This follows the logic of Gauvin and colleagues (2016).

7. Although economy and centre-periphery do load on their own factor with an
eigenvalue very close to 1, a reliability analysis shows a Cronbach’s α score of
0.06; this is well under any sufficient score and supports our expectations
that these two items are not part of the same dimension as well.

8. Using Canadian Election Study data from 2015, a difference in means test using
weighted data reveals that Quebecers hold an average of 0.48 on the left-right
scale compared to 0.50 for the rest of Canada, with a p-value of 0.076 (n =
1,243).

9. The question for the ‘Most important political problem’ in the Comparative Can-
didate Survey for Belgiumwas open-ended. We therefore coded the candidates’
responses into the following categories: State reform, economy, social, environ-
ment, Europe, and other.
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