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Abstract :

Over the last five decades Belgium has evolved into a federation with the aim of pacifying the
divergent preferences of its constituent communities. In the light of the ongoing pressure on the
current Belgian federal model, this article questions what other models might be appropriate for
the Belgian political system. To that end, we take stock of three theoretical approaches used to
describe the European Union, consider the extent to which they accord with the features of the
Belgian federation, and discuss what remedies they might offer the Belgian case. The three
approaches germane to the EU are: the intergovernmental or confederal model; the
supranational or federal model; and the intermediary demoicratic or federation of states model.
To this end, we pay specific attention to the relationship between the demos and the demoi, as
well as between executive and legislative functions within and across government levels.

1. The future of the Belgian political system?1
In the aftermath of the 2007 federal elections, De Winter and Baudewyns2 questioned whether
the Belgian political model was still workable and discussed the possible breakdown of the Belgian
nation-state. As Belgium had gone through a constitutional reform to the federal system five years
before (in 2001-2), the lengthy negotiations to form a federal coalition government were puzzling.
Their underlying argument was that the erstwhile fine-tuning ought to have implied a relatively
smooth functioning of the Belgian political system with the federation now fully grown. Was the
deadlock over government formation a symptom of a political system that had reached its expiration
date? Could there be an alternative model after the unitary one, or the transitionary model that
had transformed Belgium into a federal model?

The authors did not really answer the question. The issue was mainly framed in terms of a potential
breaking up of the country and nobody suspected that double the amount of time would elapse,
namely 541 days, for a coalition to emerge in the wake of the 2010 federal elections three years
later. Indeed, the negotiations continued whilst yet another constitutional reform (2011-2013),
which amongst other things increased fiscal power at the regional level and decreased interregional
solidarity3. After the elections of May 2019, nobody any longer expected the coalition negotiations
to be quick. While consciously set aside by the Flemish nationalist party N-VA as the price of joining
the federal government after the 2014 federal elections, the question of the state architecture
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once more found itself on the table during the electoral campaign, and in the months following the
2019 elections. The issue became even more topical in the heat of the Covid-19 pandemic, as the
latter mercilessly uncovered the logistic costs the Belgian federal system prompts. Its complexity
led to serious case specific deadlocks in matters of public health and security. Case specific
deadlocks had already been apparent, for instance in the difficulties to adopt common positions
in supranational and international negotiations on climate or trade (CETA) related policies. Their
overall visibility during the pandemic but contributed to the general sentiment of a political
deadlock. While some voices cautiously suggest that solutions to make the Belgian federation work
more effectively should consider alternatives to a further downloading of competencies, such as a
truly federal public health system and stronger cooperation mechanisms, the dominant tendency
among Flemish political actors is to claim more autonomy in a fully-fledged confederation, if not
complete independence.

This contribution takes as its starting point the idea of a Belgian political system 4.0, to follow the
unitary (1.0), transitionary (2.0) and federal (3.0) model defined by De Winter and Baudewyns4.
As claims reach beyond a further fine-tune of the federal model, the question has become: what
model next for Belgium? The objective of reflecting on a 4.0 model for Belgium is guided by
more than the observation of overtly present deadlocks. Recently, Meier and Bursens5 assessed
the Belgian federation regarding processes of representation and decision-making both within and
between the government levels of the federation. They identified two problematic features. The first
depicts the excessive dominance of the executives over the legislatures, putting constraints on the
representative character of government within each of the government levels (constituent entities
and federal level). They defined Belgium as a clear case of executive federalism, where the general
tendency of executive dominance is strengthened by the way the federation and its rules and
procedures were designed. The legislatures are left out of the picture, the Senate is powerless6,
and the absence of state-wide parties turns party leaders into central brokers in Belgian politics7.
These characteristics involve a domination of the executive both within and across government
levels. The second problem points to the dominance of the multiple constituting demoi over the
encompassing demos, diluting the representative character of the relations between government
levels. The Belgian political system is not only characterized by the domination of the different –
in the Belgian case – language groups over the encompassing people as such, but also by the
almost complete lack of any formal recognition of the latter. Strong constitutional protection of the
minorities, including language parity in governments, guaranteed representation of the language
groups at the legislative levels, and double majority requirements8, go hand in hand with a weak
bicameralism, characterized by a House of Representatives and other bilingual assemblies built
upon the logic of representing and protecting the demoi, not the demos. In combination, again,
with the absence of state-wide parties this impedes the accountability of governments to citizens9.
In sum, the Belgian federation reflects a dominance of the executive over the legislative power and
of the demoi over the encompassing demos.

Such features of dominance make it interesting to use the EU as a source of inspiration when
considering the future of Belgium, as the EU must also address the relation between the executive
and the legislative bodies, and between the member states demoi and the (often contested)
emergence of an overarching EU-wide demos. In considering what a Belgian political system 4.0
might look like if drawn from the theoretical approaches that underpin the multilevel polity of the
EU, we first make the case that a comparison between Belgium and the EU is indeed an effective
strategy. Secondly, we will present three distinctive approaches authors have developed for the EU
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(intergovernmentalism, supranationalism and demoicracy) and discuss the extent to which they can
inspire the ongoing Belgian case. Finally, we outline the main findings alongside the limitations of
our analysis and suggest avenues for further research.

2. The comparability of Belgium and the EU
In considering what a Belgian political system 4.0 could look like, we draw inspiration from
a comparison with the EU. The advantage of this is twofold. First, by looking at theoretical
approaches applied to the EU, we remove the issue from the normatively and ideologically charged
Belgian political dynamic. Secondly, options for the design of the multilevel polity of the EU
have been thought through at numerous occasions, and, in that context, have been extensively
scrutinized with respect to their representative credentials. In the Belgian case, the federalization
process was never designed to ameliorate the existing form of representative democracy, nor
did the architects of the federal state have a blueprint of the final product in mind10. While
Belgium has been a parliamentary democracy ever since its creation in 1830, it first evolved into a
consociational democracy11, only later into a federal system. The rationale behind both processes
was to find constitutional and operational ways to govern the divided Belgian society. Consensual
democracy was designed to overcome the socio-economic and religious cleavages, while federalism
was developed to appease the ethno-linguistic division. It is therefore not surprising that the effect
of the federalization process on the democratic functioning of the Belgian state has seldom been
examined12, while such types of analysis have been conducted with respect to the EU13.

To draw inspiration from the EU assumes that both political systems are comparable. Multiple
authors have argued that the EU and (quasi) federal states are sufficiently alike to allow for
fruitful comparisons. This is obvious for those who regard the EU as a politicized multilevel
polity14. Some authors15 even argue that the EU can be defined as a highly institutionalized
and hierarchical international organization. Of course, the EU and Belgium have been subject
to different constitutional and institutional dynamics. On the one hand, the EU can be regarded
as a case of centripetal nation building, where integration has long been an almost exclusively
elite-driven process. For a long time, neither EU institutions nor policies were politicized. It is
only recently that contestation by segments of the electorate has emerged, triggering demands
for the politicization of EU policies and even the polity itself16. Belgium, on the other hand, is
characterized by a centrifugal dynamic17. Unlike in the EU, the falling apart has initially taken
place in a very politicized way, certainly at the level of political parties, but also at the level of the
electorate18. However, while over the course of time the issue remained salient for a large part of
the Flemish political elite, public opinion did not become more politicized on the issue19. Public
contestation of the overall polity is less the case in Belgium than in the EU.

In their own way, both European and Belgian institutional reforms have been subject to path
dependent pressures. Regarding the EU, Bevir and Phillips20 argue that the consecutive treaty
reforms can be defined as system maintenance, meaning that the options for democratic reforms
in the EU were limited to those that fit the centripetal integration logic. In this respect, Scharpf21
argued that the EU is liberal but not republican. Institutional reform by majority voting is not
accepted by the constituent member states as the EU lacks a collective identity and public sphere.
Therefore, the Treaty prescribes the tough requirement of unanimity to change the institutional
architecture, ensuring the outcome is almost certain to be conservative. A similar reasoning can be
applied to the Belgian case where democratic reforms in constitutional revisions have been limited
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to what fits the centrifugal logic22: limited attention for the federal level and a Belgian demos,
and a development and strengthening of constituent entities with strong executives that dominate
intergovernmental relations, including those that lead to state reform agreements. Unlike the
EU, however, constitutional reform must only be supported by a majority (albeit a special double
majority – demanding an overall two-third majority plus a simple majority in each language group),
despite the lack of a state-wide public sphere, mass media or parties.

The next section will discuss three dominant theoretical approaches on the EU23:
intergovernmentalism; supranationalism; and demoicracy. It goes without saying that the EU does
not fully match with any of them, and neither do we expect the Belgian case to do. However,
this is not important as the main aim of this contribution consists in finding inspiration in these
coherent models for the Belgian case. We critically analyze these approaches to consider what
possible lessons can be drawn for the Belgian case when it comes to the imbalance between the
encompassing demos and constituting demoi, as well as the imbalance between the legislative and
executive bodies.

3. EU models applied to the Belgian case

3.1. The intergovernmental model

The oldest theoretical approach on the EU stems from an international relations view of European
integration. Hoffmann’s intergovernmentalism24 defines the EU as an international organization,
i.e. as an organization set up by sovereign states and one that has a limited functional scope,
seeking solutions that serve all participating states. Its output does not entail winners or losers,
redistribution, nor any top down enforcement backed by a supranational court or dispute settlement
mechanism. In the same vein, Majone25 argues that the regulatory character of most EU policies
do not call for majoritarian institutions at the EU level. Technocratic rule is seen as enough or even
necessary to reach pareto-optimal policies that benefit all involved. The more advanced perspective
of liberal intergovernmentalism of Moravcsik26 adjusted the original theory by stressing that
the dynamics within member states should be considered to understand the bargaining positions
of the states constituting the international organization. The outcome at the international level,
however, is still seen as the result of international negotiation among the representatives of the
states’ executives. This is the essence of what Putnam27 has called the two-level game. From a
democratic perspective, this entails that the international level, i.e. the EU level, should not in
itself be evaluated in democratic terms. As long as the member states function as fully developed
democracies, with well-functioning national channels of democratic representation, the EU can be
regarded as taking legitimate decisions.

Intergovernmentalism applied at the level of a state would mean a confederal political system.
Applying the intergovernmental approach to the Belgian case points to a radical way forward:
breaking up the Belgian state into a set of independent states, which, as representative
democracies, decide on a series of common policies to be tackled at a newly constituted confederal
level. In addition, these collective decisions should be taken unanimously as this would allow the
governments of each constituent entity to remain fully accountable to their respective demoi.

Such an intergovernmental approach would solve the dominance of the constituent demoi over
the encompassing demos by making the level of the Belgian demos redundant. Confederations do
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not conceptualize an overarching demos. Indeed, this model would imply that no representative
democracy, and hence no parliament, is installed at the confederal level, only an executive body
that decides by unanimity. The model would make the Senate redundant, as well as all the rules
regulating the relations between the language groups. Such an intergovernmental model actually
reflects some of the positions of both the Flemish nationalist Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie (N-VA) and
the Flemish radical right Vlaams Belang (VB), and to a lesser extent also of the Flemish Christian
Democrats (CV&V). Especially the first two emphasize the existence of two democracies, by which
they understand the two major language groups, the Flemish and the French speaking population.
Speaking of two democracies, however, does not take into consideration the existence of all the
demoi in Belgium, of all the communities and regions and their complex relations. It provides
no option for the Brussels Capital Region, which is bilingual, neither does it offer much for the
German-speaking Community, which is not bound to territory, both of which are socio-demographic
realities. It also clashes with a model generally put forward by the German-speaking Community,
thinking of Belgium in terms of four regions rather than two communities28.

Also, a confederal design would not necessarily outbalance the dominance of the executive in
the Belgian case. Confederal relations are by definition intergovernmental. In that respect such
a model would not make much of a difference as compared to the current situation, in which
relations between the federal level and the constituent entities or among constituent entities are
completely in the hands of the executives (cooperation agreements, negotiations on a common
Belgian position at the supranational or international level, prevention or solution of conflicts of
interest or competencies, etc). Nonetheless, there still is a federal parliament, controlling the
federal government, whereas in a confederal model only the parliaments of the constituent entities
control their governments. Also, the dominance of the executive over the legislative would depend
on the way the parliaments of the constituent entities control their executives, which may differ
from one constituent entity to another in a confederation.

Finally, decision-making by unanimity at the confederal level means a high probability of non-
decisions and deadlock, which will most likely result in a limited number of confederal policies,
actually only those where cooperation is deemed more important than the risk of deadlock.
Referring to Scharpf’s29 distinction between input and output legitimacy, the intergovernmental
option favors legitimacy at the input side (as fully representative governments can veto common
policies), but risks to fail at the output side (as the unanimity requirement may result in a
low propensity of problem-solving capacity due to non-decisions and deadlock). In this respect,
a confederal model does not offer the Belgian case a lot to overcome its current problems of
deadlock. On the contrary, the current context in which the same parties serve at the federal level
and at that of the constituent entities forces them to coordinate their activities across levels and
thus to consider the stakes at play at these different levels30. And the federal parliament tends to
function, especially in phases of a caretaker government31. These mechanisms would disappear in
a confederal model without being replaced by anything else.

3.2. The demoicratic model

A second approach that defines the EU polity is related to the federation of states model used
to depict national models32 and situates itself between the intergovernmental and supranational
approach. It has been labelled demoicracy33, a ‘polity of democratic states with hierarchical,
majoritarian features of policy-making, especially in value-laden redistributive and coercive policy
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areas, but without a unified political community (demos)’34. In other words, demoicracy takes
the basic intergovernmental position of the separate political communities of states as building
blocks of the polity but combines them with joint competences on a common level that are subject
to majoritarian decision-making. In its vertical dimension, demoicracy is therefore based on the
equality and interaction of individual citizens’ (European demos) and member states’ (national
demoi) representatives in the making of common policies. Horizontally, it seeks to balance equal
transnational rights of citizens with national policy-making autonomy.

Cheneval and Schimmelfennig35 argue that the EU should be regarded as a demoicracy rather than
a supranational or intergovernmental system. Citizens in the EU rarely identify themselves with
the European level polity, the EU does not have an integrated public sphere nor well-developed
transnational mass media, and only weak intermediary structures with which to mobilize political
preferences (there are no EU-wide political parties, only loosely organized party federations).
Furthermore, a set of basic principles strike a balance between the rights of the European demos
and the rights of the national demoi and allow for evaluating the democratic character of the polity.
First, demoi should be free to join and to leave the encompassing union, should be able to veto new
treaties that establish the common rules, and should be democracies themselves. Secondly, there
should be no discrimination of demoi and demos. Thirdly, demoi and demos should have equal
legislative rights in the encompassing polity. Finally, the laws of the union should have primacy
over the laws of the constituent entities and a supreme court should have jurisdiction over all
dimensions of the polity that have been attributed to the polity via the treaty.

Looking at the Belgian system through a demoicracy lens, much like in the case of the
intergovernmental approach, departs from the notion of sovereign states as constituent entities of
the encompassing polity. However, demoicracy points to a common level with joint competences
subject to majoritarian decision-making. This requires a form of bicameral system through which
the demoi and the demos are both represented at the federal level and in which both enjoy an
equal position when it comes to federal law-making. In other words, in a demoicracy the demoi
and the demos should participate on equal footing in federal law-making. In the current Belgian
system, however, there is no full bicameralism whereby two chambers are equally powerful in law-
making. Only the House of Representatives (Kamer/Chambre) has law-making competences. The
Senate (Senaat/Sénat) hardly plays any significant role in law-making36. However, members of the
House of Representatives are elected in separate constituencies that coincide with the demoi. In
the House of Representatives, the demoi, rather than the Belgian demos, are represented, which is
further strengthened by the logic of language groups and minority protecting rights. The Senate is,
of course, the assembly where the demoi are even more clearly and formally represented. In sum,
the demoicracy model would call for the return to a fully-fledged bicameral system with the House
of Representatives representing the Belgian demos and the Senate the demoi, and both playing a
significant role in law-making.

We also need to consider the horizontal dimension which calls for equal rights of citizens in
common decision-making. In practice, this comes down to avoiding negative consequences of
decisions taken by one constituent entity for one or several others. This avoidance of negative
externalities is hindered in Belgium because executive or legislative actors lack incentives to care
about such spill-over effects. Parties only need to receive votes within one language group. Once
elected and in government, they are neither accountable to members of other language groups
for the negative externalities that result from decisions taken in, and by, the language group by
whom they have been elected, nor for decisions taken at the federal level. The quasi absence of
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state-wide parties and of a state-wide constituency is crucial here. This is obvious in cases where
one constituent government takes decisions that are considered harmful by another. It may also be
relevant in the case of vertical negative externalities. For example, a federal minister belonging to
a French-speaking party need not fear electoral backlash for a decision that may harm the Flemish
government, and vice versa.

Belgium does have a constitutional court that acts as a supreme court, interprets the constitution,
and guards over the correct application of the division of competences between government levels.
However, unlike in the EU polity, Belgium has no courts at levels other than the federal one.
A further significant difference between the EU and Belgium concerns the hierarchical relation
between legal norms as the supremacy of federal law over constituent entity law is absent in
Belgium. Put differently, the demos cannot overrule the demoi, which makes Belgium an extreme
example of the separation between government levels.

The demoicracy approach also highlights the dominance of the executive over the legislature with
respect to Belgium. Based on the principle of a fully-fledged bicameral system, both demoi and
demos need to be represented at the supranational level and participate on an equal footing in law-
making. Whilst the EU does indeed have a bicameral system that honors the equal representation
of the demos and the demoi, it is strongly arguable that executive actors dominate legislative
actors. Despite acting as a legislator, the Council for example, is composed of executive actors who
represent member state governments. The remedies often proposed at the EU level are to increase
the power of the EP, and above all, to call for more scrutiny of EU policies by national parliaments.
Equally, cooperation between (national and European) parliaments and members of parliament may
give legislative actors more leverage in their relationship with executive actors.

This perspective on the EU is difficult to apply to Belgium on the basis that there is no balanced
bicameral system. Strengthening the House of Representatives vis-à-vis the federal executive may
enhance parliamentary powers at the federal level, however, this does not remedy the imbalance
between the demos and the demoi. Stimulating cooperation between parliaments, both horizontally
within one level and vertically across levels is unlikely to have direct consequences either because
each parliament has a relationship with its own executive within its jurisdiction only. Of course,
cooperation can lead to effects in terms of learning from best practice, but not necessarily
to greater leverage for the federal parliament over the federal executive. More involvement of
constituent parliaments in the positions that constituent executives take in federal matters would
be rendered irrelevant because of the dual character of Belgian federalism. Constituent executives,
and parliaments, for that matter, are constitutionally excluded from federal law-making. In Belgium,
levels of government are only linked informally through the party leaderships of the parliamentary
majorities at the various levels. In sum, introducing reforms to strengthen the legislature vis-à-
vis the executive along the lines of the EU demoicracy model is likely to have little effect if not
accompanied by reforms balancing the relation between the demoi and the demos.

3.3. The supranational model

The third model conceptualizes the EU as a supranational political system. This model shares with the
demoicracy approach an emphasis on common decision-making that respects both individual citizens
and the constituent polities. However, in contrast to the demoicracy (and the intergovernmental)
approach, it assumes that the encompassing polity reflects a political community.

Fédéralisme 2034-6298 Volume 20 : 2020 Trente ans de dynamiques fédérales et
régionales, 2050

7



Føllesdal and Hix37 propose to reform the EU to achieve a genuine politicization of EU-level politics.
What they propose is a true contestation for EU level policy alternatives and political elites, made
possible by procedures such as elections on an EU-wide scale. Such reforms would also alter the
relation between the European demos and the national demoi. In the current system, the demoi are
dominant because representation at the EU-level rests upon national political communities, national
political parties, and national electoral constituencies. By turning the electoral process into a truly
EU-wide event, the encompassing European demos would be more in balance with the national
demoi. Of course, this either assumes that a single European demos is latently present, or that
such a demos can be developed via institutional engineering. It is also argued that such changes
would make the EU-level executive fully accountable to an EU-level legislature. In this scenario,
the European executive, currently the European Commission, would have to be transformed into an
EU government that rests upon a majority in the EP, becoming the second chamber in a European
bicameral system (the other chamber being the current Council of Ministers). Such a reform can
also affect the relationship between the executive and the legislative bodies. The EP would not only
have the power to approve and impeach the executive as is the case now but would also be able to
exert more influence over the policies proposed by the executive. Additionally, the EP could also be
granted the right to initiate legislation. As an alternative to the parliamentary system, one could
think of a more presidential type of system in which the president of the European Commission
would be directly elected by an EU-wide constituency. Finke38 argues that parties would then
become more important at the EU level. MEPs who are instructed by their national governments
on how to vote, have a greater propensity to defect from their European party groups. Parties can
be the vehicles to coordinate between the EP and the Council, but this seems only to be the case in
strong domestic parliaments (such as Denmark or Germany).

At first sight, the Belgian case matches the supranational model far better than the EU, because
the Belgian federal executive rests upon a majority in the second chamber (the House of
Representatives) of the federal parliament. However, taking a more detailed look, some remarkable
similarities arise between the European and the Belgian system. The way members of the federal
parliament are elected is similar to the European process: there are no state-wide parties and there
is no state-wide electoral college. This makes the consequences for responsiveness similar to the
EU as well: voters can choose rival policies and policymakers at the federal level, but not for all the
parties or candidates who may end up in parliament or government. In addition, voters cannot kick
out the executive actors they have not been able to vote for, although all executive actors can take
decisions that affect them. With respect to political parties one could even argue that the EU is far
more integrated than Belgium because of the existence of EU-wide party federations, and more so
because of the multinational political groups in the EP. Party federations and joint parliamentary
groups do not exist in the Belgian system, except for the radical left and the Greens.

Reforming the EU from a supranational approach comes down to turning the EU into a cooperative
federal system, be it parliamentary or presidential. Either the politicization at the European level
is organized via EU-wide elections for the EP from which a majority emerges that supports the EU
executive, or it is organized via EU-wide elections designed to directly elect the president of the
executive. At the EU level, several additional remedies can be envisaged, such as the enhanced
scrutiny of domestic parliaments on the EU policies of national governments, a strengthened
position of national parliaments as multi-arena players, or an increased use of all sorts of formal
and informal interparliamentary cooperation tools to strengthen the position of the legislatives vis-
à-vis the executives39.
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Translated to the Belgian case, the supranational approach is a call to replace the current dual
federal system with a cooperative one, and more specifically a type of parliamentary cooperative
federalism. In the Belgian case cooperation does exist wherever EU policies are situated at the
constituent level, but these forms of cooperation mainly take place among executives, with the
federal government as a coordinator40. A parliamentary cooperative federalism would entail several
elements. First, it would involve a bicameral system with a House of Representatives representing
the demos and a Senate representing the demoi. Secondly, it would imply the politicization of
the House of Representatives via a state-wide electoral constituency involving state-wide political
parties. Such a system would restore the balance between the encompassing Belgian demos and
the constituting demoi. Thirdly, it would require installing interparliamentary cooperation, which
is now almost non-existent, to strengthen the position of the legislative vis-à-vis executive actors.
Such cooperation can be both horizontal and vertical. Fourthly, and again parallel to the EU,
regional and community parliaments could become involved in constitutional reform negotiations,
instead of the current position of party leaders dominating in these matters. Finally, like the EU
level, political parties can take up a coordinating role between government levels and institutions
in Belgium. While this coordination is currently done by the leadership of political parties, and
basically takes place outside the parliamentary arena, a transfer from party headquarters to the
parliamentary venue would strengthen the position of the legislatures vis-à-vis the executives.

4. Conclusions
This article speaks to the ongoing discussion about how the Belgian political system should evolve.
Drawing on three theoretical approaches commonly put forward for the reform of the EU, namely
intergovernmentalism, supranationalism and demoicracy, we considered their merits as political
models for the Belgian federation. We paid specific attention to the relation between the Belgian
demos and the constituting demoi as well as to the position of the executive vis-à-vis legislative
bodies. Both are critical features of the Belgian system and both have been extensively reflected
upon for the EU polity. To what extent then would these approaches, designed for the multilevel
polity of the EU, suit a Belgian political system 4.0? Formally being a federation, taking inspiration
from the supranational model is the most obvious way to proceed. However, we also showed how
both demoicracy and intergovernmentalism share certain features with the current Belgian model.

The intergovernmental approach implies a Belgian confederation composed of separate demoi in
sovereign states which enjoy a veto-power at the confederal level. The imbalance between the
demoi and the demos would become irrelevant as this model considers an encompassing Belgian
demos to be non-existent. If the constituting states restore the balance between their respective
legislatures and executives at the same time, one could argue that such a model would indeed
increase input legitimacy of the confederation. However, it would also put major constraints on
output legitimacy as the risk for deadlock and non-decisions would increase due to the requirement
for unanimous decision making at the confederal level. In addition, the feasibility of this model
raises questions as it implies deleting the current federal state with the consent of all constituent
entities (and thus solving the Brussels conundrum and providing space for the German-speaking
Community) and rebooting it as a confederal state.

Implementing the demoicracy model would require an encompassing level with equal representation
of the Belgian demos and constituent demoi via a bicameral system. Both should be equally involved
in majoritarian decision-making for Belgian-level legislation. This would mean substantial changes
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to the bicameral system, the electoral constituencies and it would require increased within and
across level parliamentary scrutiny on all executive bodies. The demoicracy model differs from the
intergovernmental one as it allows for majoritarian decision-making at the common level but shares
the assumption that a common political community is absent. The feasibility concerns, namely the
dissolving and subsequent installation of a common Belgian level are similar as well.

The supranational approach assumes the existence of both an encompassing political community
and separate constituent political communities. The current system would need quite a radical
shift from dual to cooperative federalism with a bicameral legislative that is composed of a state-
wide elected House of Representatives and a Senate that represents the constituent entities.
Different to the demoicratic model is the emphasis on politicization (defined as competition for
political leadership and policies) at the federal level through a state-wide electoral constituency via
state-wide political parties. The latter would provide the House of Representatives with a genuine
demos-based membership in balance with the demoi-based membership of the Senate. An increased
scrutiny role for the parliaments, both within and across levels, would additionally help to restore
the legislative – executive balance. Federal reform in this direction is also prone to feasibility
concerns as many of the described requirements would imply swimming against the tide of former
decisions, and hence challenging the powerful logic of path dependency.

While technically speaking the theoretical approaches to grasp the multilevel polity of the EU
each contain valuable sources of inspiration for the further reform of the Belgian political system,
either in terms of improving the current federal model or in terms of moving to a new one, the
key question that arises is one of political feasibility. The current Belgian federation showcases
characteristics of all three models set out for the multilevel polity of the EU. This reflects
the – subjectively experienced or objectively given – need for incremental short-term political
compromises and the incapacity to make a clear-cut choice for a coherent political model. Having
discussed three models designed for the multilevel polity of the EU does not change that, but it does
contribute to a clearer understanding of what a coherent, and in that respect balanced, political
model might look like. Clearly, our analysis was confined to a limited set of institutional features
related to democratic representation. Considering other dimensions such as the electoral system
and landscape of political parties, the multilevel organization of the judiciary, the supremacy of
some legal acts over others, or the implementation stages of the policy cycle may further nuance
our findings. Alternatively, comparisons with other federal systems – and their evolution – might
help finding additional ways to further develop the Belgian political system.
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