
The establishment of an anti-Establishment party

On 28 May 1979 the VNP was disbanded and the political party Vlaams
Blok (Flemish Block, VB) was founded as a fusion of the VNP and the
nationalist wing of the VVP (Gijsels 1992: 88; Dewinter and Van Overmeire
1993: 91–3). Dillen (VNP) became party leader and Piet Bocken (VVP)
deputy leader. Shortly thereafter Bocken was replaced by Roeland Raes
(VVP), who continues to fill this post in 1999. For the first few years the VB
remained a small splinter party that drew its strength almost exclusively
from the efforts and reputation of Dillen, Raes and party secretary Jaak
Peeters. The party recruited its members from the ranks of activists in Flem-
ish nationalist organisations with which VB was in close contact, such as the
Taal Aktie Komitee (Language Action Committee), Voorpost, Were Di, and
VMO. Moreover, the various local branches of these organisations often
doubled up as local party branches of the VB.

From the beginning the party (and in particular Dillen himself) received
support from veterans of the radical wing of the Flemish Movement, many
of whom had a history as collaborators and/or were in the VU. When the
Egmont Pact collapsed together with the second Tindemans government, the
anti-Egmont party seemed to have outlived its purpose. In 1981 Dillen was
re-elected to parliament, but with a smaller share of the vote than in 1978
(1.8 as opposed to 2.1 per cent).1 The VB had concentrated its activities
almost completely on the city of Antwerp, standing candidates in less than
thirty of the over 300 Flemish communities (Gijsels 1992: 89; Dewinter and
Van Overmeire 1993: 118). As a consequence of the small scale electoral
success the party was continually pressured to merge with the VU in the first
decade of its existence.

In the mid 1980s, the VB began to change. New members entered the
party cadre and some of the veterans left. This change did not take place

1 All election results of the VB are based on the Flemish vote and taken from the Belgian
political science journal Res Publica.
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without some (minor) blood-letting. For example, Truyens, the party ideol-
ogist, was expelled from the party in 1983 after he had called on Dillen to
muck out the ‘immoral stables’ – referring to some of the prominent VB
members (Verstraete 1992: 125). Moreover, prompted in part by the elec-
toral successes of like-minded parties in the surrounding countries (the
French FN and the Dutch CP), the VB revamped its propaganda. It grew
more and more from an anti-Egmont VU split into a broad and modern
extreme right party. This did not, however, immediately result in rewards at
the polls. In 1984 the VB won 2.1 per cent in the European election, thereby
failing to gain entry into the European parliament. A year later Dillen was
again re-elected, this time with 2.2 per cent.

The results were met with disappointment, to which Dillen reacted with
the so-called ‘Operation Rejuvenation’ (Dewinter and Van Overmeire 1993:
138), which involved an across-the-board change in the party leadership.
Various young VB members, most of them (former) leaders of nationalist
youth and student organisations, were integrated into the party council. In
1987 Gerolf Annemans, a twenty-nine-year-old, took Dillen’s seat in Parlia-
ment. At the same time, serious efforts were undertaken to set up an inde-
pendent party organisation and to make the VB less dependent upon the
resources of its friendly movements. An official youth organisation, Vlaams
Blok Jongeren (Flemish Block Youth, VBJ), was founded in 1987 by former
prominent members of the NSV – notably Filip Dewinter and Frank Van-
hecke.

In April 1987 a group around Roger Frankinouille, co-chairman of the
right-wing anti-tax party Respect voor Arbeid en Democratie (Respect for
Labour and Democracy), switched to the VB, partly out of dissatisfaction
with its Walloon sister party, and partly owing to the VB’s emphasis on the
immigration issue (Dewinter and Van Overmeire 1993). In this manner, the
party’s only remaining competitor on the right was eradicated. At the same
time, the VB won increased media attention. It had conducted a sharp and
vociferous campaign in the 1987 parliamentary election. Under the new
slogan Eigen volk eerst! (Own people first!) the party had doubled its seats
in parliament (3.0 per cent) and, for the first time in its history, had won a
seat in the Belgian Senate. Dillen moved to the Senate and Dewinter, only
twenty-five years old at the time, entered parliament alongside Annemans,
thereby becoming the youngest MP in Belgian history.

In the 1988 local election the VB won twenty-three seats in ten local coun-
cils. It scored its greatest success in Antwerp, where it secured 17.7 per cent
of the vote and ten of the fifty-five seats (Van Eycken and Schoeters 1988:
22ff). The success attracted a great deal of publicity and opponents began to
take the VB seriously. On 10 May 1989 the leaders of the five largest Flem-
ish parties signed an agreement stipulating, among other things, that they
would neither negotiate with the VB nor make immigration a political issue
(Gijsels 1992: 103). This so-called cordon sanitaire was torn apart seven
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weeks later and only the Socialistische Partij (Socialist Party, SP) and the
green party Agalev remained loyal to the ‘anti-Bloc’ agreement (Damen
1998: 15–16). The other parties resumed their ambivalent stance towards
the VB: a great deal of anti-VB rhetoric together with conciliatory gestures
whenever it proved opportune.

In December 1988 the first major split in the VB occurred. Having smoul-
dered beneath the surface for years, dissatisfaction with ‘Operation Rejuve-
nation’ finally came out into the open. A group of long-standing prominent
members of the VB – including party council chairman Geert Wouters and
party secretary Peeters – attempted to squeeze the VBJ-group around
Dewinter out of the ranks of the party leadership. In an ‘Address to Karel
Dillen’ they were accused of being ‘Lepenists’ (supporters of FN leader Le
Pen) and of sidelining the Flemish question in favour of the anti-immigrant
issue (see Gijsels 1992: 141–2; Dewinter and Van Overmeire 1993: 161-2).
When the Wouters group realised that Dillen was siding with Dewinter, the
members left the VB and founded the nationalist pressure group Nationalis-
tisch Verbond-Nederlandse Volksbeweging (Nationalist Association-Dutch
People’s Movement).

The VB was able to continue to win elections even after the split. In 1989
it won one seat on the Brussels city council and one in the European parlia-
ment, polling 6.3 per cent. Dillen took the seat in Strasbourg and, on the
evening of the election, he proclaimed that cooperation with the FN was
considered a possibility.2 During negotiations with his fellow extreme right
MEPs, Dillen first sealed a pact with the REP and subsequently refused to
make any ideological concessions to the FN (Dewinter and Van Overmeire
1993). This resulted in the final organisational structure of a ‘Technical
Group’ of the European Right, which was not organised on the basis of an
ideological programme, but rather on pragmatic principles (i.e. financial
arrangements).

The real breakthrough did not come until the parliamentary election of 24
November 1991. On what was afterwards referred to as ‘Black Sunday’, the
VB more than trebled its 1987 share of the vote, gaining 10.3 per cent. This
yielded a total of eighteen parliamentary seats, twelve in the Lower House
(parliament) and six in the Upper House (Senate). Antwerp again was the
stronghold; every fourth voter supported the VB, making it the strongest
political force in the city. Yet, the VB also put in a vigorous showing outside
of its traditional stronghold. Even in villages with no foreign inhabitants the
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2 Dillen had for a long time been very cautious about cooperation with Le Pen, a state nation-
alist and therefore, by extension, a Belgian nationalist (Verstraete 1992: 144). In his first offi-
cial visit to Belgium, invited by the French speaking mayor (Nols) of the Brussels area
Schaarbeek, Le Pen argued for the foundation of a Front National Belge and supported a form
of Belgian nationalism (or ‘Belgicism’). In reaction, Dillen wrote: ‘He should know that he
hereby makes himself impossible in Flanders, also in right-wing circles where he can count on
sympathy’ (VLB 8/84).
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VB picked up roughly 2 per cent of the vote (Swyngedouw 1992: 83). Imme-
diately after the election the VB attracted attention by refusing, after a brief
inner-party discussion, to take up its seat in the Flemish government to
which it was entitled by law (Dewinter and Van Overmeire 1993).

The electoral success of the VB prompted an enormous shock-effect and
consequent reaction within the ‘democratic camp’ (e.g. Piryns 1992).
Numerous new organisations were founded, ranging from broadly sup-
ported anti-racist pressure groups like Objectief 479.417 and Charta ‘91 to
small and violent anti-fascist groups like the Blokbusters (see Gijsels 1994;
Damen 1998). Despite the hostile climate the VB was able to receive a good
press on two occasions the following year. In July a VB motion was for the
first time accepted in the Vlaamse Raad (Flemish parliament); the motion
opposed the right of French speaking inhabitants of Flemish Brabant and
Voeren to vote for Walloon institutions (Dewinter and Van Overmeire
1993). In the autumn of 1992, the party organised a press conference where
it announced that Staf Neel, for twenty-two years a popular SP city council-
lor in Antwerp, was crossing the floor to the VB. His change of allegiance
caused the CVP and SP to lose their majority in the Antwerp city council
(Van den Brink 1994).

In the following years the social and political pressure on the VB increased
even further, leading to a new cordon sanitaire, which was signed by over a
thousand local, regional and national delegates of all major parties (see
Gijsels 1994; Damen 1998). This notwithstanding, the party succeeded in
establishing itself as a solid force in the Flemish party system. In the 1991
parliamentary election it had become the fourth largest political party in
Flanders, overtaking old rivals the VU (which scored 9.3 per cent). At the
1994 European election the VB managed to increase its share to 12.6 per
cent, thereby doubling its number of seats in Strasbourg. A small setback was
that the two-man VB contingent – Dillen was joined by his former
spokesman Vanhecke – could not be part of an official Group of the Euro-
pean Right, due to a lack of cooperation and seats.3

On 9 October 1994 the VB scored a major victory in the local election,
winning a total of 199 seats in eighty-two local councils. As always, it was
again the city of Antwerp where the party did best. With 28 per cent of the
votes it became the largest political party in the local council, increasing its
total number of seats to eighteen. The Antwerp result was the main focus of
media attention inside and outside Belgium, as was the issue whether the
party would be invited to play a part in the city’s administration. The VB had
unequivocally stated that it would be willing to assume responsibility for the
city of Antwerp; it had even formed a shadow cabinet under Dewinter. Nev-
ertheless, the VB remained excluded from power for the next six years,

90 Flanders

3 The REP did not pass the 5 per cent threshold required in Germany, and disappeared from
the EP; the AN and LN refused to join a Euroright group.
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owing to the renewed cordon sanitaire instituted by all other parties (which
together formed the new city council).

The next year brought a premiere to Belgian politics: for the first time the
population could directly elect their regional parliament. This meant that on
21 May 1995 the Flemings had to vote for the two federal chambers (i.e.
parliament and Senate) and for the Vlaamse Raad (Flemish parliament).
Despite the fact that the pre-election period was dominated by political scan-
dals, most notably the Augusta affair, the election results showed hardly any
significant difference compared to the 1991 election. The two major parties,
CVP and SP, remained fairly stable, although the latter had been deeply
involved in the Augusta affair. The VB gained 12.1 per cent of the vote for
the Belgian parliament and a slightly higher 12.3 per cent for the Flemish
parliament. This was almost 2 per cent higher than the 1991 parliamentary
result, though just under the 1994 European result. Nevertheless, it meant
that the VB sent more representatives to the various parliaments than ever
before: eleven to the Belgian parliament, three to the (Belgian) Senate, and
fifteen to the Flemish parliament (as well as two to the Brussels city council).

During the next years the VB became increasingly isolated; the other par-
ties kept their distance, while various anti-racist organisations increased
their ‘resistance’. Moreover, the party came into open conflict with leaders
of the Flemish Movement, most notably the organising committee of the
Ijzerbedevaart. This led to endless accusations back and forth and to confus-
ing parallel manifestations in a fierce struggle over the hegemony within the
Flemish Movement. Moreover, the VB was confronted with an increasingly
hostile state; for example, a law banning negationism (i.e. the denail of the
Holocaust) was introduced, while a law linking state funding of political par-
ties to their commitment to human rights was discussed. In both cases the
discussion was for the most part kept in general terms, though it was clear
who was the target. In addition, the VB was more and more curbed in its
actions; as in the surrounding countries, the party had to deal with an
obstructive (local) government, which refused to allow demonstrations or to
rent out facilities.

In this hostile political and public climate, the VB went through the most
perilous stage in its existence, the change in leadership. On 8 June 1996 sev-
enty-year-old Karel Dillen stepped down as party chairman and appointed
his fellow MEP, thirty-seven-year-old Frank Vanhecke, his successor. With
this strategic move Dillen prevented a much anticipated internal fight
between the Flemish nationalist wing around Annemans and the Lepenist
wing around Dewinter (e.g. Swyngedouw 1998). As Vanhecke was accept-
able to both, and had the explicit backing of honourary chairman Dillen, the
VB overcame its first leadership change without any major upsets.

At the same time, and more than ever before, Belgian politics became rid-
dled with scandals. The affair that dominated Belgian politics and society in
the late 1990s was the so-called Dutroux affair. The investigation into
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Dutroux’ pedofile murders uncovered various judicial failures, and, as
always in Belgium, led to a stream of rumours concerning political involve-
ment. So-called ‘white marches’ were organised throughout Belgium,
protesting the crimes, their sloppy investigations, and the alleged political
cover up of the perpetraters. The VB was well prepared for this situation,
having for years attacked the Belgian Establishment in general, and the
allegedly weak law and order policies in particular. Moreover, Gerolf Anne-
mans boosted the party’s image by being one of the most visible members of
the parliamentary committee investigating the Dutroux affair.

On 15 June 1999 the Flemings had to vote for the Flemish (or Brussels),
Belgian and European parliaments. As was prophesied by most opinion
polls, the elections became a true waterloo for the Flemish governmental
parties. The CVP lost its position as largest party to the liberal VLD, while
the VB overtook the SP to become Flanders’ third largest party. In all three
elections the VB scored over 15 per cent, while it became the largest Flem-
ish party in the Brussels city council with 4.5 per cent of the overall vote.
The latter result was nevertheless somewhat disappointing, as the party had
campaigned for almost three years in a self-proclaimed ‘Battle of Brussels’,
distributing hundreds of thousands of bilingual pamphlets, and also using
the popular Johan Demol – the (French speaking) former police chief of the
Brussels area of Schaarbeek who was fired because of his (concealed) mem-
bership in an extreme right youth group – to attract votes from French
speakers (see Abramowicz and Haelsterman 1998: 62–3). This notwith-
standing, the 1999 elections were a clear success for the VB, which brought
it a total number of forty-five parliamentarians: two in the European Parlia-
ment, fifteen in the Belgian parliament, four in the Belgian Senate, twenty in
the Flemish parliament and four in the Brussels city council.

The various electoral successes have brought the VB extensive funds (see
Swyngedouw 1998: 62), which it used, among other things, to build a solid
party organisation. By 1996 the party had over 180 local branches and thir-
teen permanently opened secretariats throughout Flanders (Spruyt 1996:
39). The province of Antwerp has always been the stronghold in terms of
party membership, a long way ahead of East Flanders, Brabant, West Flan-
ders and Limburg, traditionally a region of very weak VB support (e.g.
Kaderblad 4/94). The local party branches are often highly active in political
education, propaganda and demonstrations.

The VB has a strict hierarchical structure, rather similar to that of a com-
munist party (Gijsels 1992; Spruyt 1995). Regional and local party organi-
sations do not have the right to appoint their own heads or preferred
candidates. They can only put forward nominations, which the party coun-
cil has to approve; the same applies to all party decisions. The various cadres
at the upper and middle management levels receive their ideological and
political training from one central organisation, the Nationalistisch Vorm-
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ingsinstituut (Nationalist Educational Institute, NVI), founded in 1987. Like
all other party organisations the NVI comes under the jurisdiction of the
party executive; it not only publishes a fortnightly cadre bulletin, but also
numerous brochures on various topics (see Spruyt 1995). Other important
sub-structures within the VB are the propaganda service, the study service,
the Vereniging van Vlaams Blok Mandatarissen (Association of Vlaams Blok
Delegates), and the Nationalistische Omroepstichting (Nationalist Broadcast
Foundation, NOS). The NOS was established in 1983 and is responsible for
radio and television programmes, providing the material for the air-time the
state grants all parliamentary parties.

It is uncertain how many members the VB precisely has. According to one
source, the VB had 1,231 members in 1980, 3,698 in 1985 and 6,500 in
1990 (Deschouwer in Spruyt 1995: 53). Vanhecke stated in April 1992 that
the VB had 7,639 members, or an increase of 500 over the figure published
prior to the election victory of 1991. Dewinter, on the other hand, spoke at
that time of between 8,000 and 9,000. In January 1995 deputy chairman
Raes spoke of ‘some 9,000’ members, which will probably have gone up to
10,000 by 1999 (Spruyt 1996: 39). However, despite the relatively small
membership, the party is able to mobilise a substantial number of activists,
who often double as (active) members of other Flemish nationalist organisa-
tions.

In addition to virtually all more or less radical Flemish nationalist organi-
sations, the VB holds also good contacts with many nationalist parties
throughout Europe. Traditionally, the closest contacts have been with (mem-
bers of) Dutch and South African extreme right organisations, such as the
CP’86, Voorpost and Boerestaatparty (Boer State Party). Since the mid 1980s,
the party also has a very close relationship with the French FN, and its youth
wing, as well as with several German parties and youth movements (including
the DVU, REP, NPD and JN). The VB has also always been very supportive of
nationalist parties that are generally not considered to be part of the extreme
right, such as the Scottish National Party, the Irish Sinn Fein (Ourselves Alone)
or the Basque Herri Batasuna (People’s Unity), though without keeping offi-
cial contacts at the party level. Ever since the fall of the Berlin Wall, the VB
has been extremely active in establishing contacts with nationalist parties in
Eastern Europe. Among others, VB delegations have visited the Hrvatska
Stranka Prava (Croatian Party of Rights), the Slovenska národná Strana
(Slovak National Party) and the Bulgarian Vutreshna makedonska revolyut-
sionna organizatsia (Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Movement).

Profiling the literature

Externally oriented: programmes and brochures
In 1980 the VB published its first party programme entitled Grondbeginse-
len (Principles, VB 1980). Both the labelling and the programme, albeit in a
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slightly different form, had already been used by the predecessor party VNP
(Spruyt 1995). At the end of 1999 the programme is still, with a few minor
emendations, its ‘manifesto of right-wing Flemish nationalism’ (as has been
the subtitle since 1990). It closely resembled the Were Di programme, enti-
tled Grondslagen (Principles), published in 1973 (Gijsels 1992). This is not
that surprising, given that the lion’s share of the Were Di programme was
written by the present VB deputy chairman, Raes.

The original programme, which, because of its colour, was also called the
‘Orange Booklet’, included sixteen A5 pages and has a professional appear-
ance. It started with some quotes – hailing (Flemish) nationalism, hierarchy
and fighting spirit – and a two-page introduction by party leader Dillen, who
addressed the question of, ‘Why a new political party?’. The answer was
simple: the Egmont Pact had brought an end to the nationalistic character of
the VU and hence the ‘fighting Flemish nationalist Movement’ needed a new
representative political party (VB 1980: 4). The rest of the programme con-
tained five sections, three dealing with particular ideological features and
two providing summaries. The republished 1990 version is almost identical
in both format and substance (VB 1990). The only extensive revision has
been made in the introduction, which now deals with the how and why of
the VB.

During its first decade the VB never published separate election pro-
grammes, fighting the various elections with special issues of the party paper
(which were distributed in far greater quantities than the normal issues). The
breakthrough election of 1991 featured the first professional election cam-
paign of the VB. The party presented a widely circulated election pro-
gramme with the title Uit Zelfverdediging (Out of Self-Defence, VB 1991).4

The belligerent connotation of the slogan was strengthened by the image of
two boxing gloves. The election programme counted twenty-eight A5 pages,
opened with a large general introduction by Dillen and a small specific intro-
duction by Annemans, chairman of the programme commission, and further
contained five major thematic sections and a miscellaneous final section. The
campaign for the European election of June 1994 was organised around the
main slogan Grote kuis (Clean sweep), supported by a picture of a broom.
This combination ‘fully voices the wish of the voter to make a clean sweep
for one time, but also charges that these old, decayed political structures
have to be replaced by new fresh ideas’ (Kaderblad 47/94). The parliamen-
tary election the next year was fought with the similar slogan Nu afrekenen!
(Pay now!). The professionally styled election programme counted no less
than 160 A5 pages, by and large a collection of the main conclusions of the
various thematic brochures of the preceding years (VB 1995).

The 1999 elections were contested with the general slogan Baas in eigen
land (Boss in Own Country). The campaign was focused first and foremost
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on the issue of crime, for which the party had created the slogan Recht op
veiligheid (Right to security). Already in 1997 the VB presented its compre-
hensive programme, entitled Een Programma voor de Toekomst van Vlaan-
deren (A Programme for the Future of Flanders, VB 1997), counting a record
225 pages. The party published also a separate summary version, entitled
Toekomstplan (Plan for the Future, VB 1999a), as well as a Veiligheidsplan
(Security Plan, VB 1999b), bundling the law and order policies of the party
(programme).

Throughout its existence but increasingly since the late 1980s, the VB has
produced a wide variety of thematic brochures. In general these were elab-
orations, and only occasionally innovations or changes, of the relative sec-
tions in the party programme. They were written by leading members,
Annemans and Dewinter in particular, and published by the responsible
party organisation, the NVI. Some were based on a thematic party confer-
ence, summarising the party’s elaborated position on a specific theme.
Others were written as a consequence of an existing feeling within the party
that an elaboration of the specific point was needed, often triggered by the
increasing salience of the issue in day-to-day politics. In addition, general
brochures were published to function either as an introduction to the party
in membership campaigns, or as a general review of the past, present and
future of the party (e.g. Dillen 1992). Finally, both Dillen and Dewinter have
published books of their own (for an overview of the different items, see
Spruyt 1995).

Internally oriented: party paper
The party paper is the elaborated successor to that of the VNP. Since Decem-
ber 1977 this latter party had published a ‘journal of the VNP’ entitled De
Vlaams Nationalist (The Flemish Nationalist, VLN). It initially appeared
twice a month, but was reduced to a monthly already in 1979. As its official
sub-title Dillen had chosen ‘and that’s why we stand here [to] rebel’; in
memory of Reimond Tollenaere, the former propaganda leader of the VNV
who fell at the Eastern Front (Spruyt 1995: 29–30). The VNP paper had
always contained four A4 pages, of which the last page had been devoted at
least half to advertisements and announcements. The circulation of the
paper was later claimed to have been around 1,200 (VLB 8/90).

With the transformation of the VNP into the VB, the paper was trans-
formed into ‘the journal of the Vlaams Blok’. The renewed VLN was identi-
cal to the old paper, except for the fact that it now generally contained
generally eight (later twelve) pages. In September 1981 the paper was
renamed Vlaams Blok (VLB), sub-title ‘The Flemish Nationalist Party’. The
format was changed to eight A3 pages and the lay-out was altered. The
counting, however, was consecutive to that of the VLN. In November 1982
the paper claimed a circulation of 10,000, among members, sympathisers
and others. Except for the monthly issues the party published several special
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issues, some devoted to national or local (Antwerp) elections, some to polit-
ical issues (e.g. the Flemish state). In May 1988 the paper got a new lay-out,
which was again changed one and a half years later. Since then, the party
paper kept more or less the same lay-out until 1997, containing sixteen A3
pages, and being printed in only three colours: black, white and orange. It
contained various regular features, such as ‘In de kijker’ (In the spotlight),
which included short interviews with (local) VB delegates, and ‘Rapport
Buitenland’ (Foreign Report), discussing the (mis)fortunes of ‘like-minded
right-wing nationalist’ parties abroad.5 In August 1990, the VLB claimed a
circulation of 25,000, which had increased by just one thousand by Decem-
ber 1995. In November 1997 the paper went through a complete make-
over, being transformed into the rather glossy Vlaams Blok Magazine (VBM)
with the remarkable sub-title ‘monthly of the Flemish National Party’. The
new magazine is very professionally styled; it is printed in colour, counts
thirty-one A4 pages, and includes various regular features, pictures and
advertisements (also by commercial companies). The only aspects that
stayed the same were the counting, which is consecutive to that of the VLB,
the circulation, which is still at 26,000 (VBM 6/99), and the goal: ‘This paper
is and remains the mouthpiece of the Vlaams Blok, which looks at the cur-
rent affairs through nationalist glasses’ (VBM 11/97).

For a free and Flemish Flanders!

Ethnic nationalism
Flemish independence is and always has been the most prominent topic in
the VB’s literature, both externally and internally oriented. Moreover,
(Flemish) nationalism has always been the most important ideological fea-
ture. According to its party programme ethnic nationalism (volksnational-
isme) is ‘based on the ethnic community being a naturally occurring entity
whose cultural, material, ethical and intellectual interests need to be pre-
served’ (VB 1990: 5). As is typical for ethnic nationalists, the ethnic com-
munity is placed over the state: the state should serve the interests of the
ethnic community and not the other way around (e.g. VLN 4/80).

In the short run, the party wants the Flemings to become the dominant
ethnic community within the Belgian state, as they compose the majority of
the Belgian population. Further, an active state policy is demanded to undo
the Frenchification of the Flemings that live in the areas now dominated by
French speakers. In the long run the VB strives for an independent Flemish
state, including all places that ever were Flemish (such as, for example,
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5 Originally Vanhecke (and sometimes Raes) used to discuss primarily the atrocities of com-
munist regimes, and only secondarily the positive developments of like-minded foreign parties
and right-wing heroes like British prime-minister Thatcher, American president Reagan and
Chilean dictator Pinochet.
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Voeren and Brussels). As a model for the split of the Belgian state, the party
has taken up the ‘velvet split’ of Czechoslovakia in 1993 (see VB 1997: 11;
also Annemans et al. 1998).

The independent Flemish state was for a long time considered but a first
step in the process of creating a Dutch Federation, described as a ‘federalism
within the frame of the Low Countries at the sea’ (VB 1990: 7).

In the coming Europe, twenty million Northern-Dutchmen and Flemings have
to again experience their unity as language, culture, people to take their own,
independent place in Europe and so to maintain their own character. (VB 1990:
7)

This Dutch federation was to do everything possible to ensure that the Flem-
ings living in South Flanders, a small region in northwestern France with
Lille at its centre, should also be able to live ‘according to their own nature’
(VB 1990: 7). In line with the party’s external exclusiveness, it would follow
that they can only accomplish this within the Dutch federation, and not
within the French state they currently belong to. However, this is never
openly stated. Throughout the years, the party paper addressed this issue less
and less; even the solidarity with the Dutch people, contrary to that with the
Afrikaner people, was voiced only occasionally. Indeed, the Dutch were reg-
ularly attacked for their impartiality in the Flemish struggle – an old
reproach within the Flemish Movement. Also, the Netherlands was increas-
ingly presented as a country which has fallen prey to left-wing decadence.
This notwithstanding the ideal of a reunification has not died, but is just
rephrased: ‘The Vlaams Blok strives for a unity of North and South Nether-
lands, with a healthy suspicion for the ethical and societal evolution in North
Netherlands’ (VLB 6/94; also VB 1997).

The feature of internal homogenisation features in almost every issue of
the party paper. It used to be primarily linked to the Belgian problem, but
increasingly became connected to the theme of the ‘immigration problem’.
Though immigration had regularly featured as a topic in the party paper and
has been omnipresent since 1987, it received only little attention in the two
party programmes. However, since its last version in 1990, the party has
issued almost one brochure per year on it, primarily written by Dewinter
(Spruyt 1995: 147–8).

Already in its first programme the VB identified ‘the ever more acute prob-
lem of guest workers’ and called for their prohibition from entering Belgium
and for the gradual reduction in their numbers (VB 1980: 14). Since then,
the problem of the ‘mass invasion of foreigners’ has grown into ‘perhaps the
largest threat to our ethnic community’ (Annemans and Dewinter 1988: 5).
The various proposals that the party developed throughout the years were
collected and published in the seventy-point programme (Dewinter 1992),
which was ‘updated’ four years later (Dewinter 1996). Should this pro-
gramme be implemented, the future Flemish state will be free of non-Euro-
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pean immigrants and will include only assimilated European immigrants.
Moreover, as the party believes that people should be received in their own
cultural environment, and they recognise political refugees only in the most
strict sense, only European asylum seekers from closely related cultures will
be accepted into the country (see also De Man and Dewinter 1991).

The seventy-point programme is only marginally concerned with the
long-term vision of a Flemish Flanders. First and foremost it presents a plan
for the ‘guided repatriation of non-European foreigners to their countries of
origin’, which is ‘operational and immediately performable’ (Dewinter
1992: 3). Among the points that can be implemented in the short-term are
the complete closure of the borders for non-European immigrants, the abo-
lition of the promotion of a multi-cultural society in both words and means
(e.g. subsidising pro-foreigner organisations), and the application of the
‘own people first’-principle in all policy fields. Most of the programme, how-
ever, deals with the (middle-range) period of transition between present-day
Belgium and future Flanders. These policies are aimed at creating a dual
society, or a state of social apartheid, in which immigrants and Flemings will
live completely separated. During this stage, all non-European immigrants
are to be prepared for their repatriation. A separate system of social security
as well as a special tax on the employment of non-European immigrants will
be created and the money generated by these measures will go to a so-called
‘repatriation fund’, which will pay for the repatriation and ‘repatriation pre-
miums’ of the immigrants. To ensure that they will repatriate ‘voluntarily’
the VB proposes a ‘deterrent policy’ containing, for instance, a limitation of
the right to ownership, a reduction of child support and social security, and
the obligatory repatriation after three months of unemployment (Dewinter
1992: 27-8; also Annemans and Dewinter 1988: 25–7). In the revised ver-
sion of the plan, the for the party revolutionary option of assimilation of
non-European immigrants is introduced (Dewinter 1996). However, this
seems to be mainly a token of good will, as it hardly features in other party
literature and goes against the ethnic nationalist ideology of the party.

Against these radical policies on non-European immigrants, the proposed
policies of assimilation for European immigrants look quite moderate. This
is not to say that the VB does not consider the European immigrants a prob-
lem. For the party the sizable group of European immigrants in Flanders,
especially the thousands of ‘Eurocrats’, are one of the most important
threats to the (restoration of the) Flemish character of Brussels and its neigh-
bouring rural areas. Whereas the non-European immigrants are primarily
inhabiting the inner city areas of Brussels, the Eurocrats inhabit the richer
areas in and around the city. There they integrate into the French speaking
sub-culture, for example by sending their children to French schools, which
strengthens their dreaded ‘facilities’. Even worse, they have been given the
right to vote at local elections from the year 2000, according to European
legislation, and the VB is convinced that the majority will vote for parties of
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French speakers. Hence, the VB emphatically campaigns against ‘Euro
voting right’, i.e. the right of EU-citizens to vote in Belgian local elections
(e.g. VBM 10/98), and against ‘Euro-Brussels’ (e.g. VLB 6/94).

Exclusionism
The ethnopluralist world view of the VB is based on the belief that the ethnic
community is the core unit for organising large groups of human beings.
Combining liberalism and nationalism, the party argues that its only goal is
‘the maximum self-fulfilment of all members of the ethnic community’ (VLB
2/83). To achieve this people need, and have the right, to develop within
their own ethnic community. After all, ‘(o)utside of the group he can neither
exist nor even grow up and live. It is natural groups like the family, the ethnic
community, which in their turn, like man himself, are equal and different’
(VLB 7/83).

Ethnopluralism is at the heart of the party position on Europe (e.g. Verr-
eycken 1994). The VB has always been very supportive towards European
cooperation, though not towards the current European Union. It considers
the EU both too limited (in territory) and too extended (in power), but it also
sees in European cooperation the chance for Flanders to break away from
the dreaded Belgian state. This is only possible if the current road of inte-
gration is abandoned though, and a new ‘Europa der volkeren’ (Europe of
Ethnic Communities) is created (e.g. VB 1997: 138–9). This Europe will not
be based on artificially constructed states, but on natural ethnic communi-
ties. In addition, it will be based on the respect for the sovereignty and indi-
vidual character of every individual ethnic community instead of a
supranational (and thus imperialist) goal.

Ethnopluralism is also one of the core arguments in the party’s solution to
the immigration problem. The Flemish ethnic community should remain
untouched by alien elements and must defend itself against the ongoing inva-
sion of ‘elements from alien cultures’. According to Annemans, the right to
cultural identity includes the right to one’s own culturally homogeneous ter-
ritory (VLB 12/92). In this manner the VB claims not only to protect the
identity of its own people, but also that of the immigrants. Given that each
ethnic community has the right to a strong and protected identity, the party
opposes any attempt at integration. It defines integration as genocide, since
it transforms independent ethnic communities into an ‘inferior mixture’
(VLB 7/83). Its ethnopluralism is moderated to the extent that the VB dis-
tinguishes between European and non-European ethnic communities. The
first are believed to be related to the Flemings, as they share a (higher-order)
European culture. This would enable Europeans to assimilate, whereas non-
Europeans miss this communality and are (thus) seen as incapable of assim-
ilating into the Flemish community.

Opponents have condemned this distinction between European and non-
European immigrants as racist. This view is believed to have been strength-
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ened by the party’s explicit reference to different ‘races’ and its exclusion of
Turks from the ‘Occident’ (Avondland). The VB always sharply rejected any
suggestion of racism; Annemans even called upon his colleagues to press
legal charges against people that call them racist (VLB 6/87). The party
insists that it never speaks in terms of ‘superiority’ and that it even explicitly
states that Flemings are no better than people of any other ethnic commu-
nity. It merely states that just as Flemings would have difficulties living in the
desert, so too would North Africans (Muslims) have difficulties living in a
complex modern society such as Flanders. Moreover, having been uprooted
from their own culture, they find themselves embroiled in all sorts of prob-
lems, such as drug addiction, crime, etc. Since this is a natural process, the
immigrants themselves are not responsible, but rather the Belgian and Flem-
ish politicians. They have torn them out of their own cultures by false
promises and stripped them of their own identity by a policy of integration.
The immigrants are therefore ‘deracinated’ which, in the party propaganda,
is tantamount to saying ‘murdered’. Consequently, the VB concludes that it
is the established parties that are the real racists (VLB 11/82).

Notwithstanding the dominance of ethnopluralism the party paper is not
completely free from claiming the inferiority of other cultures. For instance,
in its protest against ritual slaughter the VB claims that ‘(i)t is wrong that
more and more foreign cultures, and that more and more foreign customs
and traditions, which often involve a centuries-old civil and cultural degen-
eration, would be getting protection with us’ (VLB 8/87). This kind of eth-
nocentrist reasoning is quite recurrent in the party paper. Outright racism,
on the other hand, is not.6 Even though the party does distinguish between
different races and ascribes certain hereditary features to them, it does not
place them in a hierarchical order. In accordance with the ethnopluralist
vision, it speaks of ‘different but equal’.

The party has only rarely been accused of anti-Semitism. The first time it
happened, Dillen reacted furiously. He compared the accusing journal to the
defamatory (and rabidly anti-Semitic) pre-war German journal Der Stürmer
(The Stormtrooper) and dared them to find one anti-Semitic remark in all
his (many) writings. As far as the party literature is concerned, no evidence
of, or even hint at, anti-Semitism could be found. The few times that Jews
are mentioned in the paper, they are cited as examples of a nationalism that
is accepted by the media and the left-wing, in sharp contrast to the nation-
alism of the Flemings.

100 Flanders

6 A rare exhibition of colonial racism is given in an article on independent Surinam: ‘The
sweet innocent savages, so adored and glorified by the red media, churches, literature and other
lucrative organisations, have in a natural manner beheaded at least 17 opponents. Whether they
have eaten their prey, we do not know. They did have a large banquet, so they say, and the heads
were put on the table. Because we do not know French, we say: Chase away the whites, and the
savages will come back at a gallop’ (VLB 1/83).
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Xenophobia
In the early years the VB aimed its xenophobia mainly, though not exclu-
sively, at the French speaking part of the country. Even in the 1990s, every
issue of the party paper contains at least one article in which the Belgian
abuses against the Flemish people were raised. In the vision of the party Bel-
gium is a ‘historical mistake’, founded against the wish of the (Flemish)
people by French speaking ‘mutineers’. With reference to its 150th anniver-
sary, the Belgian state was described as: ‘The absurdity that has enslaved,
crushed, derided, hit, hurt and oppressed our ethnic community – with the
deliberate intent to destroy Flanders and the Flemish ethnic community –
and this is the truth’ (VLN 2/80).

By French speaking Belgians the party refers to both Walloons and ‘Belgi-
cists’, i.e. people that consider themselves first and foremost Belgians instead
of Walloons or Flemings. Though the Walloons are attacked at least as often
as the Belgicists, they are treated with (slightly) more respect and under-
standing. The VB accuses the Walloons, most importantly, of imperialistic
and expansionist behaviour by not honouring the ‘facilities’ of the Flemish
minority in Walloon, while at the same time misusing their own facilities in
Flanders. Belgicists are seen primarily as immoral entrepreneurs, who act
solely out of egocentric materialist motives. Its personification is the Belgian
royal family, which only supports the Belgian state because its life of luxury
depends on it. Even more detested are the pro-Belgian Frenchified Flemings,
referred to as franskiljons, who are not only hedonists, but also traitors to
the own ethnic community – the most serious crime for nationalists. How-
ever, as most of them are perceived as victims of actions of earlier genera-
tions or simply weak characters, the VB is prepared to take them back. After
all they remain (inextricably linked) members of the Flemish ethnic com-
munity and can thus again find their natural place after a proper process of
‘re-Flemification’.

The VB is fairly critical of the Flemish people. The ‘Flemish Sancho Panza’
(Vlaamse Lamme Goedzak) is regularly described as passive and easily
appeased by promises of the ‘wallingants’ and Belgicists. In an exceptionally
harsh criticism, it once wrote: ‘Already a long time ago our party has come
to the conclusion that the reason that an independent Flanders still does not
exist is the character of the Flemish people rather than the obstinacy of the
French speakers in this country’ (VLB 5/87). All in all, the party paints a
remarkably negative picture of the cohabitation of the two main ethnic com-
munities in Belgium: ‘A cheat (Walloon) and a dope (Fleming) cannot play
cards together’ (VLN 10/80). Hence it should come as little surprise that the
VB is not chauvinist, often considered a core feature of nationalist parties.

Originally, the ‘immigration problem’ was addressed entirely as part of the
Belgian problem. Already the first issue of the paper featured a large article
in which the guest workers were pictured as playthings of higher and darker
forces. In a later article the conspiracy was unfolded further: the guest work-
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ers were brought to Flanders by Belgicist big business to replace the Flemish
workers, so that the wages would not have to be raised. This was supported
by Walloon politicians, as they were either servants of big business or saw the
guest workers as a way of enlarging their political power. This latter moti-
vation also explained the support of the labour unions, which saw the for-
eign workers as potential supporters.7 The party claims a historical analogy
in its opposition to the settlement of immigrants in Flanders.

For years Flanders has fought for its own existence, for self-government with-
out interference of others. After years we more or less succeeded in silencing
those other foreigners, the French speakers, in a large part of Flanders. We do
not at all like having to start another battle against other influences in our ter-
ritory that are alien to our ethnic community. (VLN 7/79)

Though the first Belgian political party to address the issue of immigration
as a problem, the VB saw it primarily as an issue for the future at that time.8

However, the immigration problem became more pressing for the party over
time. Already one year later the party congress decided that a start should be
made on ‘making the over abundant foreigners redundant, especially the
non-European’ (VLN 4/81). That same year the party began to address
immigration in a xenophobic manner; suggesting, for instance, that the day
‘that the guest workers will – literally – face us with drawn knives is really
not that far away’ (VLN 6/81). Since the mid 1980s, under the influence
most notably of Dewinter, opposition to immigration was voiced not only
more prominently, but also differently.9

Most importantly, the standpoint on immigrants toughened considerably.
The separation between Europeans and non-Europeans became decisive in
the choice between repatriation and assimilation. Originally the propaganda
had been directed primarily at Italians and Portuguese and their repatriation.
Under the (perceived) pressure of the growing number of non-Europeans,

102 Flanders

7 This strange coalition of big business and labour unions was seen to be the result of their
shared Belgicist ideology, which, like the immigration policy, was anti-Flemish.

8 ‘The extremely complex problem of the politics on foreigners also came up. This problem
will have to be elaborated further. However, we must not bury our heads in the sand here, if we
want to avoid that in due time the immigrants will dictate the law. A clear end to immigration
forces itself upon us. Also the repatriation of those elements that are not willing to work or that
are criminal’ (VLN 10/80).

9 This is not to say that this issue had not featured within the party propaganda before that
time. The 1981 parliamentary election was contested with the slogan: ‘400,000 unemployed,
so why then guest workers?’. The next year, the VB fought the local election in the Antwerp
region primarily on the issue of immigration. Nor is it correct to suggest that the VB’s sixth
party congress of 1984, which was devoted solely to the issue of guest workers, was the start-
ing point of its xenophobic propaganda (as does Gijsels 1992). In fact, it was not until 1987 that
it became a central issue in all party literature, both externally and internally directed. It was
also in this year that the unofficial sub-title of the party was changed from ‘the Flemish nation-
alist party’ to ‘Our own people first’.

chap4  28/5/02  13.32  Page 102

Cas Mudde - 9781526137753
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:10:46AM

via free access



European immigrants were allowed to remain if they assimilated. This was
accompanied by the uprooting of two new groups as prime targets of the
xenophobic propaganda: first and foremost the Muslims (predominantly
immigrants from Morocco and Turkey), and second (non-European) asylum
seekers. While the guest workers had originally been portrayed primarily as
naive slaves at the hands of big business, they featured increasingly as the
cause of all problems. The term ‘guest worker’ was more and more replaced
by the term ‘immigrant’, which indicated that they had come out of their
own free will and had come to stay. The immigrants were more and more
portrayed as a financial burden (‘guest unemployed’) and as a threat (‘guest
terrorists’).

The most important aspect of the party’s xenophobic propaganda, how-
ever, is Islamophobia. Fundamentalism is seen as the logical consequence of
Islam: ‘a doctrine, which preaches holy war, assassination, forced conver-
sions, oppression of women, slavery and extermination of “infidels”, will
automatically lead to what we now call fundamentalism’ (VLB 6/93). Mus-
lims are portrayed as the fifth column of a cruel and expansionist religion.
As a consequence of the Gulf war, for instance, the VB called upon the gov-
ernment to immediately make a list of repressive measures which it consid-
ered necessary to keep Belgium (and thus Flanders) from being Islamicised
and Brussels from becoming ‘the most Northern town of the Magreb’ (VLB
2/91). As a prime example of the ongoing Islamisation of Flanders, the VB
usually points to the Antwerp district of Borgerhout, which it refers to as
‘Borgerocco’.

Though less prominent, asylum seekers have also grown into a target of
the xenophobic propaganda. In general, the VB portrays them as either ‘gold
diggers’ or cowards. The first term is used to describe the economic refugees,
who according to the party constitute the vast majority of all asylum seek-
ers. The genuine political refugees, on the other hand, are often accused of
cowardice, as their political struggle is in their own country (VLB 10/86).10

More and more, refugees are integrated into the xenophobic picture of the
‘time bomb’, which has different applications: on the one hand, the threat
of Islamic fundamentalism and terrorism in Western Europe, and, on the
other hand, the demographic time bomb, i.e. as a consequence of birth fig-
ures Flanders will be inhabited primarily by immigrants in the not too dis-
tant future (e.g. De Man 1991).

Vlaams Blok 103

10 This argument seems to apply only to political refugees from non-European countries, as
the party had always been extremely sympathetic towards refugees from (European) commu-
nist regimes; referring to them as ‘driftwood of collapsing political systems, of which they bear
no guilt’ (VLB 5/91).
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Socio-economic policy
One of the few topics on which the VB expresses a somewhat ambiguous
position is socio-economic policy. Whereas the party paper, and to a lesser
extent the election programmes, mainly features neo-liberal rhetoric and
preoccupations, the party programme seeks its inspiration in so-called soli-
darism.11 Solidarism is an ideology composed of a ‘social-ethical triptych’:
the idea of solidarity, the principle of subsidiarity and tolerance (VB 1990:
9). A solidarist system is an organic structure of smaller and larger commu-
nities that blend into one harmonious entity. Without using the term the VB
seems to aspire to a ‘third way’, i.e. an alternative societal system to ‘both
the liberalistic capitalism of exploitation [and] the Marxist and communist
systems of compulsion’ (VB 1990: 10). However, it is not able to provide a
concrete description of this alternative system: ‘A solidarist community is an
achievement-oriented community, which the Vlaams Blok sets consciously
against the delusion and blurring of the modern welfare state’ (VB 1990:
10).

In contrast to the party programme, socio-economic policy has for a long
time played an almost negligible role in the party paper. Originally the topic
had the interest of only a few authors, most notably Truyens and Smout, who
tried to elaborate an ‘ethnic economy’ (volkse economie) based on solidarist
principles. One of its central principles is the duty to work. Social security is
seen as an emergency situation for those members of the ethnic community
that, through no fault of their own, are willing but unable to perform their
task towards that same community (VLN 6/81). Indeed, those that are phys-
ically able to work but cannot find a job will have to do compulsory com-
munity service in return for unemployment benefits (VLB 3/87). Another
solidarist trait is the stress on the role of the family within the socio-eco-
nomic system. ‘In our current neo-capitalist society the problem of unem-
ployment is considered a problem of the individual: the unemployed.
However, as the family is the smallest organic cell in the society, one can
safely say that unemployment is a family problem’ (VLB 1/87). In line with
this vision the party’s call for full employment does not mean that every indi-
vidual should have a job, but rather that within every family at least one
member should have a job.

Throughout the years, socio-economic policy was increasingly presented
in a neo-liberal style. The VB now primarily demands less state involvement
in the economy, arguing for the privatisation of certain state tasks or at least
a limitation of the role of the state. Real jobs can be created only by a climate
of investment that is friendly to businesses, not by ‘artificial injections of the
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11 Solidarism has its roots in the Papal Encyclical of 1931, the Quadragesimo anno, and the
‘new order’ movements that preceded the Second World War (in the case of Flanders, the VNV
and Verdinaso).
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state’ (VLB 6/93). It further wants a reduction of the welfare state, including
a ‘reasonable financial hurdle’ on all medical performances (VLB 2/93) and
more individual responsibility for pensions (VLB 3/93). The party favours
free transfer of goods within the EU, though rejecting the ‘European
Moloch’ with its excessive body of restrictive rules (e.g. VLB 3/93). 
Rather, it seeks salvation in reducing social expenses, easing the economic
structures and promoting technological innovation. In typical neo-liberal
discourse, the VB wants to give the ‘European genius’ its breathing space
back by replacing the ‘Eurocratic palaces and their extravagant lackeys’ 
(VLB 6/94).

In the early 1990s the VB started working on a more social image, taking
up issues such as employment and poverty. In December 1993 the VB organ-
ised the thematic conference ‘Poor Flanders’ which was considered a first
step in ‘building the natural bridge between nationalism and social revival’,
which socialism has always prevented (VLB 1/94). This led to an increase in
attention to socio-economic policies within the party paper, as well as in
brochures and election programmes. Under the guidance of Jan Penris, the
VB has tried to modernise its solidarism. In November 1996 the party organ-
ised a special conference under the title ‘Flanders works’ to elaborate its
socio-economic programme (VB 1/97). In addition, in an attempt to consol-
idate its strong support among workers, the party started to organise large
celebrations on Labor Day – to the embarrassment of the SP and the trade
unions (e.g. VBM 4/99). In line with the new position, the election pro-
grammes proclaim that ‘social security is much needed’ and include the
(costly) goal ‘to save and even increase the pensions’ (VB 1997).

This notwithstanding, socio-economic policy has always held and had a
clear and dominant nationalist and welfare chauvinist component. On the
one hand, the party uses nationalist arguments to proclaim that the policies
have to benefit (exclusively) their own ethnic community. On the other
hand, economic arguments are used to corroborate the claim for an inde-
pendent Flemish Flanders. The party criticises the so-called ‘North–South
transfers in Belgium’, claiming that Flanders (including Brussels!) trans-
ferred 418 billion BF to Walloon in 1992; which means that each Walloon
received almost 130.000 BF from Flanders (Annemans and Smout 1993:
15). Consequently, the party calls for Flemish independence to overcome
this injustice. In preparation for Flemish independence the VB wants a split
of the Belgian social security system into an independent Walloon and a
Flemish system.

In a somewhat similar vein the party presents economic arguments against
the presence of immigrants (e.g. Annemans and Dewinter 1991; Dewinter
and Penris 1993). Given the high unemployment Belgium/Flanders cannot
afford (illegal) guest workers. The VB has expressed this belief since the
1981 election in its slogan ‘400,000 unemployed, why then guest workers?’.
It wants the guest workers to get a golden handshake and to go home: ‘Work

Vlaams Blok 105

chap4  28/5/02  13.32  Page 105

Cas Mudde - 9781526137753
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:10:46AM

via free access



in the own area!’ (VLN 6/79).12 At the same time, however, the VB points to
the high percentage of unemployed immigrants (‘guest unemployed’), stress-
ing the high welfare costs of this group. According to the party immigration
costs the Belgians annually over 120 billion BF (Dewinter, Huybrechts and
Penris 1992: 3).

Ethical values
A theme that plays an important role in the whole party literature is that of
ethical values. This theme has always featured prominently in the party
paper and, especially in the early 1990s, the VB devoted several brochures
to it. The core of the party’s view on ethical values is its vision of man, which
is purely ethnic nationalist: man cannot be separated from tradition, which
‘reflects the true nature of an ethnic community’ (VB 1990: 11). This indi-
cates an organic vision on the ethnic community, made explicit in the remark
that ‘the dead live on in future generations’ (VB 1990: II).

There are three topics on which the VB has expressed its ethical views
most prominently: abortion, the family and AIDS. In 1989 the party issued
its first brochure on abortion, in reaction to the ongoing debate on its liber-
alisation (Annemans 1989). The VB explicitly portrays itself as the only
defender of the unborn child against the onslaught of the left-wing pro-abor-
tion lobby. It believes that human life starts with conception and that abor-
tion is permitted only when the life of the mother is in danger. In addition
to the complete rejection of abortus provocatus, it calls also for the cultiva-
tion of a new mentality towards the unborn life, for making the adoption of
Flemish children both easier and cheaper, and for a renewed and radical
family policy to fight (the need for) abortion (Anhemans 1989: 26). The
party holds similar views on euthanasia, which it links to the position of the
National Socialists (Annemans 1992: 5), but the topic is addressed far less
frequently.

In May 1991 the VB organised a thematic conference on the family, which
led to the brochure ‘The Family Party’ (Annemans et al. 1991). The foun-
dation of the VB family policy is sketched as follows: ‘The family, as it exists
in our European civilisation, emerges as a highly developed and stable basic
cell, within which the responsibility (towards the next of kin and towards
the ethnic community) is central’ (Annemans 1991: 12). The ‘European
family model’ is based on the marriage between man and woman and a par-
ticular sexual ethos (i.e. monogamy, loyalty, equivalence of man and woman,
respect for physical integrity). This combination is explicitly opposed to
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12 With the slogan ‘Work in the own area’ the party tries to set its struggle against foreign
labour into the tradition of the historical struggle of the Flemish Movement, which had used
the same slogan to oppose the nineteenth-century situation, in which the Flemings had to find
work in Walloon and even France, because Flanders was an underdeveloped, primarily rural
area (and was kept that way by the Belgicists).
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non-European models, such as to Arabian polygamy, and to (European)
anomalies like homosexuality and, to a lesser extent, living together and
divorce (referred to as serial polygamy).

All topics within the ethical value discourse are seen as proof of the claim
that Flanders, as well as the whole of (Western) Europe, is in a process of
moral decay. The ‘progressives’ have created ‘a world in which the tearing
into pieces of millions of children is legal’ (Annemans 1989: 4). To overcome
moral decay the VB wishes the state to play ‘an ethical educational role’ in
the promotion of traditional values (Annemans 1989: 19). The state has to
provide a favourable environment for families, though without interfering
with(in) the family itself. Hence, it should support organisations and educa-
tional programmes that are pro-family and anti-abortion, and help to create
a family friendly economy, chiefly through tax reductions for (large) families
and through a split of the Belgian system of social security. The VB consid-
ers attention to the issues of AIDS and drugs, which feature prominently in
the more recent party literature (e.g. De Man 1993), as the means of reach-
ing the youth with its call for a new morality. Both are linked to immigration
and the general process of moral decay and can be overcome only by a
change in morals, not by more permissiveness.

Within this moral order the woman is expected to perform first and fore-
most the traditional role of mother, and only secondarily that of worker.
Though the VB does its best not to limit the role of educator to the woman
and has certainly become less traditional in this respect after the rejuvena-
tion of the party leadership, it nevertheless tends to equate the two. This is
clearly demonstrated in the otherwise quite progressive plea for career
breaks:

One of the parents with one or more children of three years old or younger has
to have the legal right to career breaks. During this period this woman will
enjoy an educators fee in accordance with her family situation and with the
retention of pension rights. (VLB 5/81; my italics)

The party further wants the state to be more vigilant against the influence of
Anglo-Saxon culture and language. Many articles point to the ‘Cocacoloni-
sation’ of Flanders (and the West), which stands for materialism, con-
sumerism, hedonism and multi-culturalism (e.g. VLB 5/94).

The strong state
A core aspect of the party ideology is the belief that human life is possible
only in a well-ordered community. However, strong authority should never
become tyranny, but should remain between the two extremes of an
omnipresent collectivist state and an anarchic profligacy (e.g. VB 1990: 14).
To ensure this the VB has always called for a strong level of law and order.
With the increasing salience of the immigration problem crime was linked
more and more to that problem and, consequently, has become a major issue
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in the party literature. Many articles deal with the increase in crime and the
fact that the true figures are hidden by the government to mask its failure
(e.g. VLB 3/94). Moreover, the occasional honest researcher (read the VB)
‘comes up against a wall of resistance and refusals’ in the quest for the truth
(Dewinter et al. 1992: 3).

In April 1993 the VB organised a thematic conference entitled ‘Crime:
The Tough Approach’ to develop its programme on this topic (e.g. VLB
5/93). In its resolutions the party calls for various law and order measures to
prevent and punish crime (De Man 1993). In 1999 the issue of crime was
put at the centre of the VB’s election campaign. New figure-head Demol,
illegally wearing his police chief uniform, demanded on posters the ‘right to
security’. In addition, the VB had elaborated upon its law and order pro-
gramme, bundling the demands in a special ‘Security Plan’ (VB 1999b), 
and calling for a ‘zero-tolerance plan’ on the basis of the American (i.e. 
New York) example. The programme is fully in line with earlier convictions
of the party. Both crime and drug abuse (always linked in the literature) 
are considered first and foremost the outcome of the ongoing process of
moral decay, and thus the VB calls for a stronger sense of values. And 
since the moral decay among immigrants is the direct result of their being
uprooted, the party calls for their repatriation as part of its crime 
prevention plan.

Another main feature of its law and order policies is the demand for vigi-
lance on the part of both the state and the population. The VB calls for
meting out harsher punishments and easier possibilities for investigation
(especially regarding drugs dealers), increased funding for the police and
gendarmes, the immediate deportation of foreign criminals, and the aboli-
tion of the Lejeune act on the reduction of sentences (e.g. VB 1991). This
can only be accomplished if the judicial system is purged of all progressive
people, who hold the ‘perverse position that the perpetrator is the victim of
society’ (VLB 5/93). For the VB the real victim should be at the centre and
should be given a far better position in both the legal and help system.

Originally the VB opposed the death penalty, probably as a consequence
of the legacy of the post-war ‘repression’ (the period of ‘denazification’
directly after the end of the Second World War). It was mainly party leader
Dillen who had held the party back in this respect.13 It was therefore sur-
prising that in 1987 the party (through Annemans) proposed a parliamen-
tary bill in which the introduction of the death penalty for drug dealers was
demanded. Even though the party later stated that such sentences would not
be carried out, it looks like the death penalty can count on a more favourable

108 Flanders

13 In a reaction to the sentencing of African National Congress members to the death penalty
in South Africa the party paper wrote: ‘The people who know Karel Dillen know that he is a
conscientious objector to the death penalty, indiscriminately of where it is applied’ (VLB 9/84).
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response from the younger party leaders (e.g. VBM 3/99).14 Nevertheless, the
call for the death penalty has not yet found its way into the party pro-
gramme: the most recent election programme speaks vaguely of toughening
the sentences ‘up to the most severe sentences’, which mean life-long impris-
onment without the possibility of parole (VB 1997: 26).

In contrast to the position on law and order, the VB’s standpoints on
defense are quite moderate. Military matters feature very scantily in the
party literature, and, even then, the party shows no signs of glorification of
either the army or martial values. Nevertheless, the VB believes that ‘(p)eace
is unthinkable without vigilance’ (VLB 2/85). Hence it supports the institu-
tion of a well-trained and equipped army, though with a relatively small per-
sonnel of some 40,000 people including 5,000 civilians (VLB 1/93). The
main task of this army was for a long time to keep Flanders and Europe free
from both ‘totalitarian Soviet imperialism’ and ‘omnipresent American
dollar-imperialism’ (VLB 7/81). As long as Europe is not able to defend itself,
the party accepts NATO as the lesser of two evils. With the downfall of com-
munism the VB saw a new task for NATO in defending against the threat of
Islam (e.g. VLB 8/90). At the same time it became more and more anti-Amer-
ican, claiming that US presidents use foreign wars (like the Gulf war and the
invasion of Somalia) for internal political benefits. European leaders were
accused of slavishly following the US instead of creating an independent and
strong European force (within the structure of the WEU). Moreover it wants
to limit the deployment of European forces to the European continent. The
only exceptions to this rule are when European interests are very seriously
threatened or when countrymen are in danger (e.g. VLB 9/93).

Rather than a vigilant army the party is concerned with creating a vigilant
‘state of mind’, which it considers to be one of the cornerstones of its nation-
alism (VLB 7/81). This is also at the heart of the party’s opposition to con-
scientious objection to military service. Dillen’s first speech to the European
Parliament was devoted to this topic, in which he described it as a result of
left-wing decay, though accepting the odd exception of a genuine conscien-
tious objector. His opposition was primarily argued on the basis of the
nationalist belief that members of the ethnic community are obliged to
defend their community. Moreover, when people are not prepared to per-
form all duties, they should also not be allowed to enjoy all rights (e.g. VLB
2/85).
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14 In the internal brochure 100 Vragen the party writes: ‘On the matter of the death penalty
no agreement exists within the Vlaams Blok. There are arguments pro and con. The Vlaams
Blok is known for the fact that its party standpoints are always forceful and unified, therefore,
we plea in the first instance for a more stringent approach of crime, but not as such in favor of
the death penalty’ (pp.126–7).
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Populist anti-party sentiments
Another important strand in the party literature is constituted by the criti-
cism of the established parties. Originally the VB primarily attacked the
party it derived from, the VU. This ‘enemy number one’ was accused of
having squandered its legacy of Flemish nationalism in order to be accepted
by the established parties and subsequently to profit from the Belgian flesh-
pots. Throughout the years, the VB became more and more detached from
its VU past, and was able to create an identity of its own, only partially
linked to the VU. One of the results of this development was that the party
increasingly directed its anti-party sentiments towards all other parties.

The main point of criticism of the established parties is their alleged anti-
Flemish character. This is linked, on the one hand, with ‘old-fashioned’
Flemish nationalist propaganda, in which the established Flemish parties are
presented as the lackeys of Walloon parties – particularly the all-powerful
Parti Socialiste (Socialist Party, PS). Flemish parties are accused of ignoring
Flemish interests and serving only Belgian, that is Walloon, interests. On the
other hand the critique is connected to the immigration problem, whereby
the established parties are charged with discriminating against Flemings in
favour of (Muslim) immigrants. Thereby they degrade them to third-rate cit-
izens, behind French speaking Belgians and immigrants.

According to the party, the ‘mass invasion’ is caused by a sinister interplay
of big business, political parties and trade unions: the first wanted cheap
labour, the second have acted as ‘water-carriers’ of the first, and the third
hoped to either destabilise the system or to win new members, thereby
increasing their own power (Annemans and Dewinter 1989: 8). To cover up
their own failure the established parties were accused of having launched a
massive propaganda offensive with a torrent of falsified information through
the loyal press. In addition, any opposition to the official gospel is silenced
by accusations of racism, neo-Nazism or fascism (e.g. Annemans and Dewin-
ter 1988). Throughout the years, the topic of the ‘witch hunt’ against the VB
has received more and more attention in the party paper (e.g. VBM 1/99);
the VB even created a ‘media cell’ which reports on anti-VB features in the
Belgian media. Most articles carry reactions to recent events in which the
party is ‘opposed’ by the ‘Establishment’ and its helpers (e.g. Ceder and
Dieudonné, 1994).

Ever since its foundation the VB has attacked the alleged immoral behav-
iour of the established Flemish parties. It accuses them of only furthering
their own interests and of betraying the interests of the Flemish people,
using epithets such as ‘Gang of Four’, ‘political banditry’ or ‘political Mafia’.
No distinction is made between the various Flemish parties; all have ‘dirt on
their hands’ and all are inimical to the VB.15 The direct competitor, the VU,

110 Flanders

15 Dillen once voiced this opinion clearly and simply: ‘The Vlaams Blok have it on for all par-
ties, even though there is bad, worse and worst’ (Kaderblad 29/91).
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comes in for extra heavy flak, as it used to be a good and clean political party.
The ‘decline of politics’, the VB suggests, can be halted only by an hon-
ourable and idealist party. In this context the party pursues a strategy of
polarising the electorate along the lines of ‘one against all’. While the other
parties purportedly pursue only their own egocentric interests by making all
sorts of compromises, the VB puts the interests of the Flemish ethnic com-
munity above those of the party.

In the 1990s the party changed its self-definition. As the political arm of
the (radical wing of the) Flemish Movement, the VB had seen itself as simply
a tool of others. Consequently, it could not compromise itself by becoming
part of the (Belgian) political establishment, as that would compromise the
whole Movement. The VB therefore operated as a zweeppartij (literally
‘whip party’): ‘a party that puts the other parties under electoral pressure to
adjust their policies to the wishes of the people, to the citizen’ (Vlaams Blok
1992: 12). However, under the pressure of its own electoral success, the VB
has moderated this position. Its electorate might no longer expect only
words but also actions. Yet, at the same time, it also holds deep grudges
against the established parties and politics. This has led the VB to change its
strategy in those cities where it has (or probably will) become the biggest
political party. There the party will

on the basis of a clear and profound programme have to prove that it is not only
willing, but also able to take its responsibility. The other parties that say they
choose for ‘renewal’ have to be given the choice: either with the Vlaams Blok
or together with the other traditional parties against the Vlaams Blok. (VLB
4/93)

According to the party, politics should be withdrawn from ‘the climate of
petty-mindedness, the spirit of cliques and of base calculation’ (VB 1990:
18). This can only be accomplished by the VB as this party is ‘different in
programme, actions and attitude from the shameful business of the current
traditional political parties’ (VB 1990: 18).

While the VB is clear and explicit in its populist anti-party sentiments, it
is nevertheless ambivalent towards party politics per se. On the one hand, it
seeks to bring about a ‘clean sweep’ in politics; in its literature the VB is
almost exclusively negative about (other) political parties (and organised
interest groups). Yet, on the other hand, the VB presents itself as a true polit-
ical party and considers itself part of the same political system as the other
parties. All in all, therefore, it is impossible to find truly extremist anti-party
sentiments in the party paper. Even though the party wants to limit the
power of political parties considerably, particularly by abolishing the system
of political appointments in the civil service and state-owned organisations,
it does not actually attack the institution of the political party itself. More-
over, it fiercely rejects the label of being simply a single-issue party, claiming
instead to be ‘a party of full value’ (VLB 10/93).
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Democracy
The literature hold many derogatory references to the political system, such
as ‘the hopeless Belgian political mess’ and ‘the Belgian nest of vipers’ (Bel-
gische adderkluwen). The party programme even states that ‘(a)s a solidarist
party the VB demands the restoration of a constitutional state in place of the
dictatorship of political parties, pressure groups and individuals’ (VB 1990:
10). Condemnation is also directed at parliament, described as a ‘talk shop’
full of incompetents who sacrifice the interests of the people ‘on party
orders’ (VLB 7/81). At times the comments seemed to indicate a rejection of
not only the practice of parliamentarianism, but also its theory. The party
programme, for instance, speaks of ‘false democratisation and the poisoning
of parliamentarianism’ (VB 1990: 18).

Especially in early publications leading party members had propagated
highly elitist views, devoid of any faith in the judgement of the ordinary cit-
izen. The most active writer in this respect, Eric de Lobel, wrote several arti-
cles in opposition to compulsory voting, disclaiming it as a Trojan horse in
which the ‘intellectual proletariat’ is bought off by drinks in order to bring
certain parties to power (VLB 6/83). In a more ‘academic’ style, he wrote:

On the one hand, our residual freedom is limited by having to vote, while, on
the other hand, the community falls prey to the decisions of a totally unqualified,
manipulable mass, which is forced to vote. That way the democracy will bring
itself down, in the words of Plato, by… a surplus of democracy. (VLB 1/85)

Except for the abolishment of compulsory voting, he also proposed ‘the
introduction of a minimum level of competence for the aspiration to politi-
cal responsibilities (and voting is one of them)’ (VLB 6/83). This elitism was
shared by others, for instance at that time party secretary Jaak Peeters, who
wrote: ‘We reject being guided by “the average man”, by Mr Average. The
rights that are defended by the average equal the right to decay’ (VLB 2/84).
In a similar vein the VB rejected the plea for a referendum on the deployment
of cruise missiles in Belgium, arguing that the people ‘are blinded by the one-
sided pacifist hysteria, especially by radio and television’ (VLB 9–10/83).

Under the influence of the ‘Dewinter group’, the party literature has pre-
sented a more populist image. Since 1990 the VB no longer presents itself as
the voice of a specific group, but as the vox populi, caught aptly in the slo-
gans ‘We say what you think’ and ‘The VB: that is you!’ (e.g. VLB 9/90). The
newly defined party goal is, in the words of Staf Neel, ‘to express the voice
of the small man’ (VLB 10/92). This does not mean that the party maintains
to follow the man in the street indiscriminately. It merely claims to say things
that the man in the street also thinks (though often does not dare to voice).16

112 Flanders

16 Van Nieuwenhuysen writes on the relationship between the VB and the people: ‘The
Vlaams Blok says what a lot of the Flemings think. Fortunately that does not mean that we play
up to the voters. As, in some cases, it requires a lot of arguments and persuasive power to con-
vince the population that we are right’ (VVBM-Nieuwsbrief 8/92).
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This has also led to a revaluation of the instruments of direct democracy. In
1993 the party proposed the introduction of a decisive referendum, thereby
explicitly disclaiming the argument that the people would not be able to
judge in difficult matters (VLB 10/93).

One of the most interesting publications of the VB to date is the ‘Proposal
for a Constitution of the Republic of Flanders’ (Verreycken 1991: 106–32).
The first section of the ‘constitution’ addresses the basic rights of the future
Republic, entailing a largely familiar plea for a liberal constitutional state.
The only major deviation from most other West European constitutions is
the choice for a strict jus sanguinis over a jus soli: ‘A Fleming is someone who
has been born of a Flemish pair of parents’ (Verreycken 1991: 108). In the
commentary the author already nuances this point by stating that a special
workgroup will have to add a formulation to include the possibility of chil-
dren of one Flemish and one Dutch parent, ‘to name but one example’ (Ver-
reycken 1991: 108). The sections on the different organs of the future
Flemish state contain few new ideas.17 Even though the whole constitution
is based on the democratic ideal – article 24 explicitly states that ‘(t)he Flem-
ish republic is a democratic state’ (Verreycken 1991: 115) – the VB remains
sceptical towards the way this ideal has been put in practice. ‘Democracy
should not be confused with endless talking, without saying sensible things’
(Verreycken 1991: 115); a traditional form of anti-parliamentarism. Accord-
ing to the proposal, ‘(d)emocracy should lead to the situation in which the
whole ethnic community can control and sanction the government’ (Ver-
reycken 1991: 115). This is also why political parties will have to be incor-
porated. Yet, on the other hand, it stipulates: ‘The founding of political par-
ties is free. These contribute to the people expressing its political will …
exclusion of political parties should be impossible’ (Verreycken 1991: 115).

The most radical change that the party wants to make to the regular model
of parliamentary democracy, however, which has not found its way into the
constitution proposal, is the representation of children. The VB argues that
the democratic principle of ‘one man, one vote’ is not upheld in present-day
democracies, as children are not represented. Hence, it proposes that chil-
dren will be represented by their parents until they are themselves eligible to
vote: the mother gets an additional vote for the first child, the father for the
second, etc. (Annemans 1991: 25). The party believes that this will give the
family a distinct impact in the political arena and, moreover, will encourage
parents to vote more consciously as parents, thereby promoting the family
(Annemans 1991: 22).

Vlaams Blok 113

17 The political system of the future Flemish state will differ in four major respects from that
of the current Belgian state: (1) it is to be a republic instead of a monarchy; (2) it is to be a uni-
cameral system instead of a bicameral system; (3) double mandates are to be prohibited (as they
are considered to be at the root of the Belgian political corruption); (4) the right to vote is to
replace the current compulsory voting.
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Revisionism
Amnesty has always been a core issue for post-war Flemish nationalists, and
not only those of the extreme right. The early issues of the paper in partic-
ular featured bitter articles on the way the Flemings were treated by the Bel-
gian state during the post-war ‘repression’. Originally it had been the VU
that almost annually submitted bills to parliament calling for amnesty. After
1978 the VB took over this highly symbolic task. The party has always
devoted attention to the topic, especially in relation to specific occurrences
and dates, and even in the 1990s deemed it important enough to publish a
special brochure (see Verreycken 1993).

The most interesting quality of the brochure is the insight it provides into
the reasons for the plea for amnesty, i.e. the way the VB evaluates the Second
World War and the controversial role of the Flemish Movement during that
period in particular. According to the party there are too many different, and
even opposed, forms of collaboration and resistance to speak of ‘the’ col-
laboration or ‘the’ resistance. Moreover, good and bad were on ‘both sides
of the barricades’ (Verreycken 1993: 5). The sole criterion for the VB to
decide between good and bad was and still is whether one acted in the inter-
est of Flanders (or the Low Countries).

What mattered was the declaration of solidarity with all those, who, coming
from the Flemish Movement, acted for the sake of Flanders and were punished
because of Flanders. Again, that means no approval or disapproval of what has
happened on the Flemish side during the Second World War. (VLN 5/81)

Collaboration and the post-war ‘repression’ are judged from a purely nation-
alistic perspective by the VB. On the one hand, the party speaks of ‘those
who, for the good of the population, have held a political or administrative
office during the Second World War’ (Verreycken 1993: 16), and refers to
the former Eastern Front combatants as ‘soldiers … who, fifty years ago,
driven through idealism, wanted to fight the madness of communism’ (Ver-
reycken 1993: 8). On the other hand, it portrays the repression as ‘blind per-
secution [by] anti-Flemish magistrates’, who wished to defend their Belgicist
views (Verreycken 1993: 9).

Another indication of its revisionist view on the collaboration of Flemings
in both World Wars can be taken from the self-definition of the VB. The
party sets itself up as the latest political representative of the Flemish Move-
ment, placing itself in a long tradition of Flemish nationalist ‘heroes’, includ-
ing leading members of the Raad van Vlaanderen (such as Dillen’s personal
hero August Borms) during the First World War, as well as Cyriel Verschaeve
(poet and priest) and Verdinaso leader, Joris Van Severen, who both collab-
orated with the Germans during the Second World War.
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Conclusion

The VB is a party with an elaborated ideological programme built around
the core of Flemish nationalism. It considers the ethnic community as the
main organisational unit of groups of people. Each ethnic community should
live according to its own nature, that is, they should live separately in their
own states. Regarding their own country this means that the multinational
state Belgium is rejected. The Flemings should get their own Flemish state,
which will become part of some form of federation with the Netherlands, as
the Flemings are considered part of the Dutch ethnic community. In line
with the party’s ethnic nationalism, it demands the return of Flemish terri-
tory and people that have been Frenchified by the Belgian state. Foreigners
are perceived in a xenophobic way, i.e. as a threat. They are to repatriate to
their own countries, though an exception is made for European immigrants,
which are believed to be related to the Dutch culture and have the option of
assimilation. A belief in collective order, either through the family or ethnic
community, is at the core of the party’s view on socio-economic policy and
ethnic values. The economy should support the whole community and the
whole community should support the economy. In general, rights are only
granted if duties (to the ethnic community) are performed. The strong
emphasis on ethical values and law and order are also in accordance with the
nationalist belief: the rejection of abortion and euthanasia, the support for
the family, and the tough law and order policies are all to ensure the healthy
development and future of the ethnic community. Finally, ethnic nationalism
is at the core of the VB’s anti-party sentiments, view on democracy and revi-
sionism. What matters first and foremost is loyalty to the (Flemish) ethnic
community.
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