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Abstract
Th is article scrutinizes the position and the role of the party leader in two populist parties in Bel-
gium: Vlaams Belang (VB) and Partij van de Arbeid — Parti du Travail de Belgique (PVDA-PTB). 
Following Mudde’s defi nition, populism is understood as a people-centered and anti-elitist ide-
ology. Th e article argues that, if one accepts the notion that parties will organize themselves in 
line with their ideological beliefs, then one should expect populist parties to exhibit three main 
characteristics: leaders are directly elected by the party members, they have extensive powers with 
only minimal intra-party institutional checks, and they feature strongly in electoral campaigns. 
Applying this argument to the two Belgian populist parties, the article fi nds only limited evidence 
for the argument that populist parties mirror their ideology in the role and position of their party 
leader.

Keywords: populism, populist parties, Belgium, party leaders, leadership selection

Introduction
Over the past decades, populism and populist parties have become increasingly impor-
tant, both politically and academically. Politically, there are an increasing number of pop-
ulist parties that have obtained electoral victories, participate in government and/or lend 
support to minority governments. In France, the Front National (FN) under the leadership 
of Marine Le Pen became a serious contender in the presidential elections with realistic 
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chances of winning these elections. In Austria, the radical-right populist FPÖ has joined 
the government, while in Italy, the Lega Nord not only achieved a massive electoral vic-
tory, but its leader Matteo Salvini is considered the strongman of the current Italian gov-
ernment. In Poland and Hungary respectively, Kaczynski and Orban — both considered 
almost archetypical populist leaders — have near-total control of the state and government.

Also academically, research on populism has surged over the past two decades. A large 
chunk of this research concerns the electoral performance and campaign styles of popu-
list parties (Akkerman, Mudde, & Zaslove, 2013; Barr, Clarke, & Lewis, 2018; Canovan, 
1999; R. Heinisch, 2003; Mudde, 2013, 2014; Pauwels, 2011a, 2015; Webb, 2013; Zaslove, 
2008). However, these studies have oft en suff ered from conceptual problems, as there was 
simultaneously a large debate on how to defi ne populism and populist parties (de Vreese, 
Esser, Aalberg, Reinemann, & Stanyer, 2018; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Moffi  tt & Tormey, 
2013; Mudde, 2004, 2008; Pauwels, 2011a; Rooduijn & Pauwels, 2011; Viviani, 2017; Wey-
land, 2001; Wiles, 1969). Th is conceptual debate was more or less settled by Cas Mudde, 
whose widely accepted defi nition of populism understands it as a thin-centered ideology 
“that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic 
groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should 
be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people” (Mudde, 2004, p. 
543). Th is defi nition also forms the basis of this article.

Th e organization of these parties has so far been a less crowded topic (Reinhard Hein-
isch & Mazzoleni, 2016; McDonnell, 2017; Van Haute & Pauwels, 2016). Particularly the 
position of the party leader within the organization remains unclear. Th ere seems to be 
a popular image of populist parties that stand and fall with a charismatic leader who has 
total control of the party organization (Reinhard Heinisch & Mazzoleni, 2016). None-
theless, recent research has questioned this image, arguing that populist leaders are not 
necessarily the sole defenders of the people their parties depict them to be (McDonnell, 
2015, 2017; Viviani, 2017). Th is article therefore aims to further examine the position of 
populist party leaders. 

In general terms, we expect a  link between a  party’s ideology and its organization. 
Enyedi and Linek (2008) give three reasons for this link: direct ideological eff ects; indirect 
social background infl uences; and historical origins. It is argued that, if populist parties 
were to apply their views on democracy onto their own party organization, this would 
lead to a party in which the leader is directly elected by the members, is the main strong-
man of the party in electoral campaigns and, once in power, has extensive powers with 
only little institutional checks and balances to consider.

We focus on Belgium, which might provide an atypical case in cross-country perspec-
tive, as all parties there have a  strong party leader with extended powers and they all 
allow party members to directly elect the party leader. It is interesting to see how populist 
parties position themselves in terms of organization towards these ‘populist’ practices: do 
they follow some of the principles adopted by other parties, or do they distinguish them-
selves from established parties? 

Th e article starts by defi ning populist parties and delineating populist parties in the Bel-
gian context, ending up with two Belgian parties that can be catalogued as populist parties, 
namely Vlaams Belang (VB) and Partij van de Arbeid — Parti du Travail de Belgique (PV-
DA-PTB). For these two parties, we investigate four indictors of their party leaders: their 
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formal powers according to the statutory rules, how they are selected (both according to 
the formal rules and in practice), their career pattern and their electoral performance. Th e 
article fi nds that VB and PVDA-PTB do not meet our expectations based on populist ide-
ology. Not only are their leaders not directly elected, they are not always the prime electoral 
spearheads and have to share power with other authoritative actors within their parties. 

Defi ning populism and populist parties
Although research on populism and populist parties stretches back to the 1960s (Wiles, 
1969), it has been infl icted with the chronic lack of a unifi ed defi nition of its meaning. 
Indeed, Wiles’ observation that a researcher’s defi nition of populism diff ers “according 
to the academic axe he grinds” is still relevant today, almost half a  century later (Mc-
Donnell, 2017; Wiles, 1969, p. 166). Both in academic and public debates, populism has 
variably been used to refer to an ideology, a political style, a type of political mobiliza-
tion or a popular movement (for a broader discussion, see: Taggart, 2000; Viviani, 2017). 
Nonetheless, in the past few years there has emerged somewhat of a consensus around the 
defi nition put forward by Cas Mudde. He claims that populism is a thin-centered ideology 
“that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic 
groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should 
be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people” (Mudde, 2004, p. 
543). Populism thus has a thin, but highly moralistic view of society, centered around the 
normative and absolute distinction between a good/pure people and an evil/corrupt elite. 
As such, populism can easily be identifi ed with other, more fl eshed-out ideologies such as 
nationalism or socialism.

Still, while this defi nition more or less settles the discussion on the fundamental nature 
of the beast, it does not provide clear indicators that can be used to delineate populist 
parties. In line with Mudde’s defi nition, Rooduijn et al. (2015; 2012) argue that populism 
is mostly about the message rather than about the actor. Th is populist message, so they 
claim, is defi ned by two elements: people-centrism and anti-elitism. Th e former, however, 
is a rather vague concept. For one, who exactly ‘the people’ are that populists defend is 
highly unclear and tends to diff er depending on who one asks. Taggart (1998) and Mudde 
(2004) have compared the populists’ ‘people’ to the nationalists’ ‘nation’, as both are imag-
inary and idealized (Van Haute, Pauwels, & Sinardet, 2018). In any case, populists claim 
to defend the people and fi ght whatever prevents the people’s will from being put into pol-
icies — be it political opposition, minority protection or institutional checks and balances. 
Th e vox populi in its purest and unfi ltered form should thus be the guiding principle for 
all political action.

Th is connects to the second element of the populist message: anti-elitism. Th is anti-elite 
message is oft en much more clear and coherent than the pro-people message, as it is di-
rected at concrete institutions, organizations or even individuals. Although the populist 
message can target all kinds of elites — from cultural to intellectual and economical, or 
even judicial — it is most oft en directed at the political elite (Rooduijn et al., 2012). Indeed, 
“what European populists have in common is a rejection of the cartel-like power of en-
trenched political elites” (Jones, 2007, p. 38). Th ey argue that the political establishment 
“corrupt[s] the link between leaders and supporters, create[s] artifi cial divisions within 
the homogeneous people, and put[s] their own interests above those of the people” (Mud-
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de, 2004, p. 546). Hence they claim to diff er from the political establishment and take 
on the role of a political outsider who defends the people against the malpractices of the 
corrupt elites.

Essentially, populists thus claim to represent the vox populi. All political decisions should 
be a direct expression of this will of the people, but this is obstructed by intermediaries, 
most notably by a corrupt political establishment, who intervene in the direct relationship 
between people and leaders. However, by focusing on the message rather than the actor, 
Rooduijn et al. (2015; 2012) imply that populism is a spectrum rather than a black or white 
dichotomy. Th e diff erence between parties thus comes down to the extent to which they 
make use of a populist discourse. At one end of this continuum would be those parties 
that make systemic use of the populist message, constantly claiming to represent the voice 
of the people oppressed by a corrupt elite. At the other end of the continuum are parties 
who only occasionally — particularly, one would assume, during election time — make use 
of such populist phrasings.

Most parties that have been dubbed ‘populist’ can be found on the more radical sides of 
the political spectrum. Rejecting the status quo and the ruling establishment is a common 
feature of both populist and radical political tendencies (for a broader debate on these con-
cepts see: Carter, 2018; Mudde, 2014). Yet, most research on populist and radical parties 
is focused almost exclusively on the right-wing side of the political spectrum — which was 
put in the spotlight most notably by Mudde’s work on the populist radical-right (Mudde, 
2007). However, in studying over 30 parties in Western European countries, Rooduijn et 
al. have shown that “radical parties on both the left  and the right are inclined to employ 
a populist discourse” (2015, p. 193).

Populist parties and party leaders
Now we focus on the leaders of populist parties and ask ourselves how this function would 
be carried out in this kind of party. Enyedi and Linek (2008) give three reasons for a link 
between a party’s ideology and a party’s organization: direct ideological eff ects; indirect 
social background infl uences; and historical origins. We are here, in particular, interested 
in direct ideological eff ects. Th is refers to parties applying their ideological views to the 
way their party is organized. For instance, if a party is in favor of direct democracy, it is 
likely that they will also apply this principle to their own party organization by giving 
the rank and fi le a  large say in the internal functioning of the party (Close, 2018). Th e 
social composition of their followers (attracting a large, well-organized group has diff er-
ent organizational consequences than a smaller, wealthy group) and historical decisions 
(path-dependency) also could have an impact, but they seem to be less relevant for pop-
ulist parties who were only quite recently established and/or gaining success. Although 
other variables (e.g. on the country level) also have an impact, Enyedi and Linek (2008) 
found that centre–right parties in Central and Eastern Europe had a organizational pat-
tern clearly diff erent from left ist parties, including fewer staff  members, a simpler struc-
ture, a more personalized style of leadership with a more important role in public offi  ce.

In line with populist ideology — that the will of the ‘good’ people is absolute and that 
‘corrupt’ elites attempt to thwart this will — it can be expected that populist parties will 
promote a  direct connection between the people and policy with as little distortion as 
possible. In practice, this results in demands for more direct democracy, and consequently 
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a close link between the people and political leadership, eliminating distortion by mid-lev-
el elites. At fi rst glance, populist parties seem to practice what they preach. Indeed, for as 
long as they exist, populist parties have the reputation of being led by charismatic lead-
ers whose personal popularity determines, to a large extent, the popularity of the party. 
For example, the success of the French Front National (now: Rassemblement National) is 
strongly connected with the personal popularity of its leader, Marine Le Pen. Th e same 
goes for other parties such as the Hungarian Fidesz en the Dutch Freedom Party, both of 
whom revolve around their respective strongmen Orbàn and Wilders. Also the Italian Five 
Star Movement started off  as the personal fan club of political comedian, Beppe Grillo. 

Indeed, the populist political message is embodied by “the image of [the party leader 
as] an outsider and the plebiscitary bond between leader and voters” (Viviani, 2017, p. 
288). As argued by Taggart, “populism celebrates the ordinariness of its constituents and 
the extraordinariness of their leaders” (2000, p. 102). Populist leaders “cast themselves as 
the saviors of the people, fi ghting to save their prosperity, values and sovereignty from the 
hands of uncaring rapacious elites” (McDonnell, 2017, p. 28). Several scholars even claim 
that having a charismatic leader is a cornerstone of populism and populist parties (Cano-
van, 1999; de Lange & Art, 2011; McDonnell, 2015; Weyland, 2001; Zaslove, 2008). As 
such, the image arises of populist parties that stand and fall with their charismatic leaders 
who have total control of the party organization (Reinhard Heinisch & Mazzoleni, 2016).

However, recent research has debunked at least two of those claims. For one, Mudde has 
argued that “the current success of populist actors cannot be separated from the general 
trend towards strong party leaders and more direct communication between party leader-
ship and party supporters” (2004, p. 545). Indeed, the personalization of politics is a more 
general trend that can be observed in all kinds of parties (Karvonen, 2010) — although it 
is very common indeed among populist parties (Viviani, 2017). McDonnell (2015, 2017) 
goes further and not only argues that populist leaders do not always meet the established 
criteria for being ‘charismatic’, but also that many populist parties have (albeit not with-
out some eff ort) survived and even thrived aft er a change in leadership. Th e most notable 
examples include Salvini’s Lega Nord and Le Pen’s FN.

Still, the roles that these leaders take in the internal organization of the party remains 
ambiguous and understudied. Although populist leaders might indeed be put forward as 
‘saviors of the people’, research is unclear about whether or not populist leaders rule their 
party with an iron fi st, and whether they internally promote the same direct democratic 
principles they want the state to implement. For example, Heinisch and Mazzoleni (2016) 
present a comprehensive study of the organization of populist parties, but explicitly do 
not address the particular position of the party leader. If one expects that populist parties 
internally walk the talk, then one can put forward three very clear expectations regarding 
leaders in populist parties: (1) they will be directly elected by the party members without 
much interference from intermediaries; (2) formal power and authority is consequently 
concentrated in their own offi  ce, by bypassing mid-level party elites; and (3) they will 
hence also play a central role in parties’ electoral campaign strategies. Th e central position 
of the party leader as the party’s main power hub, both formally and informally, is thus 
a direct consequence of the populist ideal of people-empowerment and the elimination 
of ‘distorting’ mid-level elites. Th is would be consistent with their discourse on the im-
mediate implementation of the vox populi by an authoritative leadership fi gure, as argued 
extensively by Norris and Inglehart (2019).
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Th ese aspects of populist parties — the centralization of power in the hands of the lead-
er, internal direct democracy and focused electoral campaigns and results — will be stud-
ied more closely for the two Belgian populist parties: VB and PVDA-PTB. To study these 
elements, the article investigates four indicators of their party leaders. First, the article 
delves into leaders’ formal powers according to the statutory rules. Second, the article 
assesses how leaders are selected, both according to the formal rules in the statutes and in 
practice. Th ird and fourth, the career patterns and electoral performance of the current 
and former party leaders are assessed, giving an indication of their role in campaigns and 
the concentration of power in their hands. 

Data is gathered from the party’s statutory rules and from public information, which 
are the main sources of data. In addition, two interviews were conducted with offi  cials 
from PVDA-PTB because the communist party’s statutes were at times limited or unclear. 
Th ese interviews, however, serve not as a prime data source but rather as clarifi cation of 
the party statutes. Additionally, the article diff erentiates between the formal and informal 
aspects of the party leader’s role by contrasting what is written in the statutory rules with 
an analysis of the historical development of the party based on public information. For ex-
ample, it contrasts how leaders ought to be selected according to the statutory rules versus 
how they have been in the past. Moreover, their formal statutory powers are contrasted 
with the more informal aspects of their internal position, such as their electoral results 
and career patterns. Nevertheless, we are aware that by using publicly available informa-
tion only part of all informal aspects can be revealed.

Case selection: populist parties in Belgium
Based on these fundamental characteristics of populism, the question arises which Bel-
gian parties can be labeled populist. Belgian parties do occasionally utter some popu-
list phrases, but not all can be identifi ed as populist parties pur sang. Th e Flemish so-
cialists (sp.a) in the late 1990s and early 2000s, for example, regularly used a  populist 
discourse — even calling for a  “left -wing populism with foundations” (Mudde, 2004, p. 
551) — without, therefore, rejecting altogether the Belgian/Flemish political establishment. 
Moving further to the right side of the political spectrum, the Flemish nationalists (N-VA) 
regularly make use of a discourse that attacks elites, including the judiciary, and present 
themselves as outsiders and alternatives to the political establishment. However, while the 
party is clearly nationalist and regularly attacks the ‘Belgian’ establishment, it does not go 
as far as to claim that there is a homogenous and corrupt elite (Pauwels, 2011b). 

As in many other countries, therefore, populist parties in Belgium can be found most-
ly at the radical edges of the political spectrum, both the left  and the right. Th ese are 
the radical-right Vlaams Belang (VB) and the radical-left  Partij van de Arbeid — Parti du 
Travail de Belgique (PVDA-PTB). Although there are numerous examples of politicians 
and parties who make use of a populist narrative and discourse to a greater or lesser de-
gree, VB and PVDA-PTB do this to more extensively and hence are closest to the general 
understanding of populist parties. Indeed, they fundamentally pitch the people versus 
the corrupt elite, present both as largely homogenous and want to see policy as the unfi l-
tered expression of the will of the people. Whilst in the past decades scholarly attention 
was directed almost exclusively at the radical-right VB (de Lange & Mügge, 2015; Jagers 
& Walgrave, 2007; Mudde, 2007, 2013, 2014; Pauwels, 2015), more recently research also 
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takes into account the radical-left  PVDA-PTB (Barr et al., 2018; Pauwels, 2011a; Rooduijn 
& Akkerman, 2015). Perhaps also other (smaller) parties in Belgium can be catalogued as 
‘populist’ (including the Parti Populaire and the Front National), but we decided here to 
restrict our analysis to the two largest and most relevant populist parties, for which infor-
mation is more widely available.

Th e selection of VB and PVDA-PTB conforms with both the real-life discourse of both 
parties and the most (recent) research on populist parties in Belgium and the Low Coun-
tries. For one, VB’s party statutes clearly say that the state and its institutions are inferi-
or to the “popular community”. Th e PVDA-PTB, similarly, systematically hammers on 
about how the ordinary people are being abused by a corrupt elite — bankers, traders, mul-
tinationals and politicians alike. Th eir current program opens with a reference to “those 
who govern us”, accusing them of “robbing us of our right to decide on policies”. 

VB (or Vlaams Belang) is a radical-right, Flemish separatist party. Th e party was found-
ed in 2004 as the heir to Vlaams Blok, which in turn was founded in 1978 aft er a split from 
the more centrist Flemish nationalist Volksunie. Although the party originally strongly 
emphasized Flemish independence, their focus gradually shift ed towards anti-immigra-
tion, which has become their core business for decades now. VB saw its big breakthrough 
in the federal elections of 1991, where it captured almost 7% of the votes1 — in Belgium 
these elections became known as ‘black Sunday’. As a reaction, all other Belgian parties is-
sued a cordon sanitaire against the VB stating that they would not collaborate on any pol-
icy level with that party. Nonetheless, VB would continue to grow throughout the 1990s, 
gaining its biggest electoral victory in the 2003 federal elections, when it captured almost 
12% of the vote. However, in 2004 the party was convicted of promoting a racist agen-
da. Th is forced the leadership to create a new party or otherwise they would risk losing 
their public funding: Vlaams Belang (VB) was born. Th at year they attained their last big 
electoral victory, gaining 24% in the Flemish elections of 2004. Aft er that, however, they 
quickly fell back. In the 2014 federal election, VB only received 3.7% of the vote. However, 
recent polls indicate again a slight growth for VB.

Th e PVDA-PTB has a much more humble electoral history. It was founded in the late 
1970s as the political heir to the AMADA movement — Alle Macht Aan De Arbeiders (all 
power to the workers) — which was a revolutionary Marxist movement led by Ludo Mar-
tens. Th is took place in a broader soft ening of the revolutionary character of the party, 
allowing for participation in bourgeois elections and cooperation with other communist 
parties and movements. However, excepting some local successes — such as the local elec-
tions in Zelzate, where the party managed to capture almost 22% of votes in 2006 — the 
party only attained its fi rst national representatives in the 2014 elections. Before 2014, it 
hardly managed to gain more than 1% of the votes. Its 2014 results were not overwhelm-
ing, capturing only 3.7% of the votes, but a few local successes in the provinces of Liège 
and Hainaut provided the party with two representatives in the House. Since then, how-
ever, particularly in the Walloon region, the PVDA-PTB has surged in the polls, polling 
around 16% and becoming the third largest party in the region. Also in Flanders PV-
DA-PTB is expected to reach in some districts the electoral threshold of 5% in the next 
national elections.

1 Although 7% might not seem a monstrous amount, VB only participated in elections at the Fle-
mish side of the country, making its electoral gains in those districts highly signifi cant. Its total seats in the 
federal House increased from 2 to 10.
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Before we start our analysis of populist party leaders, we fi rst have to make clear the 
status and position of a party leader in Belgium. A party leader in Belgian parties can 
simply be defi ned as the one who is formally empowered as such by the party statutes. Th is 
formal party president (or party chairman) is generally considered to be the party leader 
in Belgian parties (Deschouwer, 2009; Pilet & Wauters, 2014). His functions are extended 
and include everyday management of the party, coordinating party activities, being the 
fi gurehead of the party in election campaigns, taking the fi nal decisions on policy stances, 
selecting candidates for parliamentary and ministerial offi  ces and being the party’s pri-
mary spokesperson in the media. Unlike in Westminster System countries, his function 
does not coincide with that of leader of the parliamentary party (de Vet & Wauters, 2018). 
Th e party leader is in general also not the leader of the party in government: most Belgian 
parties apply an incompatibility rule between the position of party president and member 
of a government. When party leaders become a minister, they resign from their position 
as party president (Pilet & Wauters, 2014). Th e party leader is also not necessarily the 
electoral leader, i.e. the spearhead of the party in the election campaign. Th is could be, for 
instance, the (deputy) prime minister, who is normally not the party chairman. Although 
all Belgian party leaders are central fi gures in their respective parties, their formal pow-
ers as laid down in the party statutes and their real powers might diff er signifi cantly. As 
indicated above, we will now investigate four elements of the VB and PVDA-PTB party 
leaders: their formal powers according to the statutory rules, how they are selected, their 
career pattern and their electoral performance.

Taking into account the strong position of the party leader in Belgium’s partitocracy 
and the observation that party leaders are, in almost all parties, directly elected by the 
members (see also below) (Deschouwer, 2009), it seems that Belgian parties in general 
already possess some features associated with populism. In this sense, Belgium might pro-
vide an atypical case in a cross-country perspective. Th e way populist parties themselves 
organize in terms of leadership could then go in one of two directions. On the one hand, 
they could adopt the same type of plebiscitary democracy as the other Belgian parties. 
Th is would be in line with their populist ideology and it also likely that parties mimic 
(successful) practices of other parties in the same country (or region in this case) (Chiru, 
Gauja, Gherghina, & Rodriguez-Teruel, 2015; Poguntke, Scarrow, & Webb, 2016). On the 
other hand, populist parties like to diff erentiate themselves from established parties. Th ey 
do not want to be associated with this ‘corrupt elite’ who neglects the will of the people. 
Th erefore, it could also be expected that they want to distinguish themselves from estab-
lished parties by organizing diff erently. 

Formal powers of party leaders
We investigate now the formal powers of party leaders in VB and PVDA-PTB. We do this 
by looking at the powers attributed to them in the party statutes. 

VB
Belgium is known as a partitocracy (De Winter & Dumont, 2000; Dewachter, 2005, 2014), 
which means that political life is dominated by parties and party leaders. It should thus 
come as no surprise that most parties attribute some importance to the function of party 
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leader. However, and especially compared to other Flemish parties, the party statutes of 
VB bestow a lot of formal power on the party leader. 

Th e importance of the party leader is, fi rst of all, demonstrated by the amount of text 
attributed to this position in the VB-statutes: of a document of little over 12 pages, more 
than a full page is dedicated to the party leader. By comparison, the statutes of the Flemish 
Christian-democrats (CD&V) also dedicate about one page, but out of a document of 74 
pages. 

Th e VB statutes explicitly give the leader not only the basic powers that party leaders in 
most Flemish parties have — such as responsibility for the general organization and man-
agement of the party, and ex offi  cio presidency of the party executive — but adds a series 
of additional powers (Table 1). Th ese include being the fi rst spokesperson of the party, 
both in the media and in a court of law; the sole power of sanctioning and excluding par-
ty members (although the party council can challenge this); and, most importantly, the 
power to appoint members of the party executive (although approval of the party coun-
cil is needed). With most other Belgian parties, these diff erent functions and powers are 
divided between diff erent organs within the party. For example, according to the formal 
rules of the Flemish socialist party (sp.a), relations with the media is the prime responsi-
bility of the national secretariat, issuing sanctions is in the hands of a specifi c disciplinary 
committee, while members of the party executive are elected by the party congress. 

In fact, in all other Belgian parties the members of the party executive are either ex of-
fi cio members or elected by the party assembly or party council. Th e VB party executive, 
however, consists of the party president and vice-president, the leaders of the diff erent 
parliamentary groups, the treasurer and the president of the VB youth wing. Considering 
that the party leader has the power to appoint all these functions personally, combined 
with his other prerogatives, this puts the main source of formal power in the party in 
his or her hands. As such, from a formal perspective, “if the overall structure of the VB 
looks like that of other party organizations in Belgium, the formal distribution of roles as 
described in the party statutes is diff erent and points towards a greater centralization of 
power” (Van Haute & Pauwels, 2016, p. 72).

Table 1. Formal powers of party leaders in the Flemish parties as described in party statutes

VB PV-
DA-PTB CD&V OVLD N-VA sp.a Groen

general management of 
the party × × × × × ×

party spokesperson × ×

appointment of party 
executives ×

ex offi  cio president of the 
party executive × × × × × ×

legal representative ×

sanction and/or exclude 
party members ×

chairs the party congress × ×
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In short, VB’s party formal statutes are in line with the expectations regarding populist 
parties, meaning leadership by a single authoritative fi gure. 

However, practice shows (see also below) that in reality VB is not led by a single person, 
but that leadership roles are divided among a small group of the party elite (increasingly 
so since the 1990s). In contrast to the populist discourse of strong leadership, the party 
president of the VB still has to fi ght for his power with other authoritative and infl uential 
people within the party. Still, it is clear that any obstruction to the leader’s power is not of 
an institutional nature — there is no formal party organ described in the statutes that can 
realistically oppose the leader. Th e battle for power is between strong individuals, rather 
than between the leader and party institutions. VB thus partly falls in line with the popu-
list rhetoric: it functions are based on authoritative individuals (although more than one) 
who are largely unbound by institutional checks and balances.

PVDA-PTB
If the VB statutes are explicit in the power that is attributed to the party leader, the PV-
DA-PTB statutes are remarkably vague. In fact, there is only one paragraph dedicated to 
the position of the party president. Article 31 says that the president chairs the national 
council, that the statutory conference “entrusts” the mandate of the president to the na-
tional council, and that the national council can depose the president. Beyond this, the 
statutes go deep into the power of the national council, but not at all into the concrete role 
of the party leader. Powers usually attributed to the party leader — including the general 
leadership and management of the party — are instead attributed to the national council 
(which is chaired by the party leader). 

Article 36.1 further stipulates that in between council meetings, which take place at 
least once every three months, the party bureau takes over the leadership of the party. In 
turn, the party bureau is prepared by the party executive — the president, vice-president 
and the national secretary, in addition to any number of other members as required and 
allowed by the council. All these organs report directly to the national council — in short, 
the national council is the “sovereign institution” of the party (Delwit, 2014, p. 272, own 
translation).

It would thus seem that the formal powers within the PVDA-PTB rest with the national 
council, rather than with the offi  ce of the party president. Th ere are no organs that are 
able to oppose decisions made by the national council, as all are either appointed or can 
be overruled by the council. Moreover, the outgoing council decides on both the criteria 
that defi ne who is eligible to vote in the statutory congress, and the topics that will be 
discussed at the congress. Whoever controls the national council, thus controls the entire 
party.

Th e statutes are unclear, however, about how decisions are made inside the national 
council and what is the position of the party leader. Th e council consists of about 40 peo-
ple, who are all elected by the statutory conference and which meets to discuss big party 
issues ranging from organizational reform to electoral positions. Th us it is not a  small 
group from the party elite, making it unlikely to be dominated by the president. Th e fact 
that the party president chairs the national council is the only indication in the direction 
of a certain centralization of power with the party leader. 
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Still, the absence of clear processes and role descriptions of the party president and oth-
er functions leaves ample room for party leadership discretion. Indeed, our conversations 
with the PVDA-PTB confi rm that, in reality, the party executive (and more particularly 
the president, vice-president and national secretary of the executive) has a rather fi rm grip 
on the national council and hence on the party as a whole. True, the statutes say that the 
party executive is accountable to the bureau and the council — but both of these institu-
tions are formed around the executive who also chairs them. As such, no real institutional 
barriers to their infl uence are provided.

It is clear that it is not the party president alone who controls the party, but rather the 
triumvirate of the party executive (including also the vice-president and national secre-
tary). In fact, the balance of power between the members of the executive was arranged 
as such specifi cally in order to prevent the concentration of power with one person. Our 
interviews reveal that when the previous party leader — Ludo Martens — resigned in 2008, 
there was a general frustration within the party concerning his sole infl uence over the 
party (see also: Delwit, 2014).

For that reason, concurrent with a rejuvenation of the party and the change of lead-
ership, the power of the president was divided between the three members of the execu-
tive. Yet power still resides with a small group of people, whose discretion is signifi cant 
given the absence of clear procedures in the party statutes. Th is situation would more or 
less correspond with the populist view on society: controlling the party’s central deci-
sion-making body, the party leadership enjoys the required discretion to lead in a decisive 
and authoritative way without interference from other institutional bodies. As with VB, 
while this power was initially concentrated in the hands of one person, it now resides with 
a small group of the party elite. As such, we can state that over time the leaders of these 
parties have become less strong (and hence functioned less according to ‘populist ideas’) 
when it comes to the formal powers.

Selection of party leaders
A second indicator we discuss is the way party leaders are selected in VB and PVDA-PTB. 
Th e distinction made by Poguntke et al. (2016) between assembly-based and plebiscitary 
forms of intra-party democracy is highly relevant in this perspective. Although both 
forms involve rank and fi le members in the selection of the party leader, the former does 
it in an indirect way by bringing together party members (or more oft en: party delegates) 
to deliberate and eventually decide, while the latter asks individual members to cast a vote 
directly. Clearly, the plebiscitary form is more in line with populist ideas, as it provides 
a direct link between the leader and the rank and fi le.

Almost all Belgian parties have evolved from an assembly-based system in which party 
delegates selected the party president, to a plebiscitary system in which all members are 
allowed to vote (Pilet & Wauters, 2014). Initially, aft er WW II, party leaders were selected 
by party congresses that were composed of delegates of the regional (or even local) sec-
tions of the party. Rank and fi le members at the regional or local level selected delegates 
to represent them at a national party conference, which decided on the party leader. As 
such, this procedure can be situated somewhere in between the selection by a small group 
of the party elite and selection by all of the party members (Rahat & Hazan, 2001). Th is 
procedure was gradually democratized especially during the course of the 1990s (Pilet & 
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Wauters, 2014) and now in almost all parties, party members select the party leader in 
direct elections. It comes then as no surprise that in a cross-national perspective, Belgian 
parties score high on the plebiscitary intra-party democracy index developed by Poguntke 
et al. (2016). Th e fi rst major breakthrough of VB in 1991 (and the accompanying perceived 
‘gap’ between citizens and politics) is oft en cited as one of the reasons for this democrati-
zation (Wauters, 2014). It is then perhaps no coincidence that VB did not take part in this 
evolution towards a plebiscitary party leadership selection.

VB
For a long time, there was no involvement at all of rank and fi le members and mid-level 
elites in the selection of the party leader of VB. Karel Dillen, who founded the party in 
1978, was ‘party leader for life’. When he voluntarily decided to resign in 1996, he alone 
decided who would be his successor. Th is is an example of a very exclusive selectorate, 
eff ectively only one person (Hazan & Rahat, 2010). Th is is in sharp contrast with other 
Belgian parties, most of whom at that time already had membership elections to select 
their party leader. Dillen’s successor Frank Van Hecke remained in offi  ce until 2008. With 
respectively 18 and 12 years in party offi  ce, Dillen and Van Hecke served much longer 
than the average party leader of Belgian parties, who in general keeps this function for 
only 4.8 years (Pilet & Wauters, 2014). 

Due to, amongst others, the critique that they were not functioning democratically 
(Jagers, 2002), the party decided to reform the formal procedure to select the party leader 
(Pilet & Cross, 2018). Th is happened in 2004: it was decided that the party council would 
decide the party leader, and that the party conference would have to approve this choice. 
As such, it is now the party council that holds a vote. Th is party council consists of about 
80 members and is composed of delegates of regional party sections and offi  ce-holders of 
the party (including MPs). Th e preferred candidate is subsequently confi rmed by a party 
conference in which a larger part of the membership can participate. Th e statutory com-
position of this party conference was changed in 2012: whereas before it consisted of all 
elected MPs and all local councilors of the party, as well as all members of the executive 
board of all local party sections, now all members (who have been a member for at least 
one year) are entitled to participate. Th e formal procedure now resembles to a large extent 
an assembly-based procedure, which is comparable to what all established Belgian parties 
did before the reforms in the 1990s. 

Th e steps towards democratization, however, have been very prudent in VB: in practice 
neither rank and fi le members nor voters are directly involved in the (fi rst major phase 
of the) selection process. Up to now, three party leaders have been elected by this new 
procedure: Bruno Valkeniers was the fi rst in 2008, followed by Gerolf Annemans in 2012 
and Tom Van Grieken in 2014. Two of these three leaders were uncontested, i.e. only one 
candidate came forward and was elected. Th is is also not uncommon in other Belgian 
parties (Pilet & Wauters, 2014). For the leadership selection of 2012, however, there were 
three candidates and eventually Gerolf Annemans won in a second voting round by only 
a small margin (55.4 percent against 44.6 for contender Koen Dillen, son of the founder 
of the party). 
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It is remarkable that not only the formal procedure to select the party leader has changed 
(with more involvement of mid-level elites), but that at the same time also the length of 
tenure has decreased considerably. Th is leads to the suggestion that the type of leadership 
has changed: from an uncontested, rather authoritarian leader in line with theories about 
populist parties to a  more inclusively selected leader (according to the assembly-based 
model with a large involvement of mid-level party representatives) who has to share power 
and who does not stay permanently in offi  ce. We should note, however, that VB remains 
the odd man concerning leadership selection, as all other Belgian parties (except PV-
DA-PTB, see below) select their party leader with more inclusive selectorates encompass-
ing all party members in the decisive phase (plebiscitary form of intra-party democracy). 
Th is confi rms the image that appeared when we analyzed in the previous section the 
more informal distribution of power between actors in the party. Since the resignation of 
the party’s founder Karel Dillen in 1995, the centralization of power in the person of the 
president was broken in all but name. Dillen was the uncontested leader for 17 years, but 
his successors could not claim the same degree of authority. 

In sum, a  distinction can be made between two periods. Th e fi rst one ranges from 
the foundation of the party until 2004, with leadership selection only partly in line with 
populist ideas: an uncontested leader is appointed by himself or by his successor without 
the interference of any other intermediate party actors or structures (although ‘the peo-
ple’, or grassroots members in this case, are not involved). Aft er 2004 and the change in 
name, VB had adopted a sort of representative democracy within its own ranks with large 
powers for the party council. Th is form of cascaded intra-party democracy is at odds with 
populist ideas about leaders who directly link people and policy. 

Finally, as for the deselection of the party leader, the VB party statutes prescribe that 
a two-third majority of the party council can force a party leader to resign. Th is regulation 
does not diff er that much from other parties, where either no procedure is provided, or 
a more exclusive organ such as the executive board is in charge, or a simple majority in the 
party council is suffi  cient (Pilet & Wauters, 2014).

PVDA-PTB
In PVDA-PTB, the party leader is selected by the statutory conference, which gathers 
every fi ve years (which is less frequent than for a party conference in other parties). Article 
30.7 of the PVDA-PTB statutes stipulates that the statutory conference fi rst elects a new 
national council, and then elects a new party president from the members of the newly 
elected council. Th e statutory conference is composed of representatives of local party 
sections. So here again, an assembly-based form of intra-democracy is applied: the party 
leader is selected by delegates, not directly by rank and fi le members. 

Since its foundation, PVDA has had only two party leaders: Ludo Martens from 1978 
until 2008, and Peter Mertens from 2008 until now. Although the procedure to select the 
party leader provides opportunities for power sharing (given the input of delegates of local 
party sections), the length of tenure of party leadership (which is extremely long) suggests 
that once in power, party leaders dominate the party for a long period of time. Also, the 
only time (in 2008) when a new party leader was selected in PVDA-PTB since its founda-
tion, no other contenders were present. 
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Th is seems to suggest that this party has a strong, uncontested leader, as we can ex-
pect of populist parties. Indeed, “the decision of who becomes party president is made by 
a very small circle” (Delwit, 2014, p. 273, own translation). Th e formal selection procedure 
by a delegation of local sections is, however, puzzling in this perspective, as well as the 
competence of the national council to remove the party leader from offi  ce. So, at least 
some checks and balances are present in this process.

In sum, party leaders in VB and PVDA-PTB are, in contrast to the populist rhetoric, 
neither directly elected by the population, nor by the rank and fi le members. Both parties 
use indirect selection methods with the involvement of middle-level delegates (assem-
bly-based intra-democracy), whereas all other Belgian parties give their party members 
a direct say in the election of the party leader (plebiscitary intra-democracy). Th is is at 
odds with our expectations: the model of direct democracy and direct linkage between 
‘the people’ and policy-making that populist parties favour for the political system as 
a whole, is not applied to the own party organization. Once in offi  ce, however, leaders of 
these populist parties remain much longer in power than the average leader of other par-
ties, which strengthens their position. 

Career patterns of party leaders
Before starting the analysis of the career patterns, we should note that up to now neither of 
these two parties has ever participated in national or regional governments (and even only 
in a handful local governments). Th is means that becoming minister, which is in many 
parties the logical next step aft er party leadership (Dumont, Fiers, & Dandoy, 2008), is 
not a career option in these parties. Instead, we will discuss the parliamentary experience 
and the age of the party leaders when starting offi  ce and the development of their political 
career during and aft er their mandate as party leader.

VB
When entering offi  ce, VB party leaders are, contrary to leaders of other parties of whom 
only 14 per cent had no prior parliamentary experience (Pilet & Wauters, 2014), in gener-
al rather inexperienced. Karel Dillen had no prior parliamentary experience at all when 
he became party leader, Frank Van Hecke had served only 2 years in the (less media-
tized) European parliament, and Tom Van Grieken and Bruno Valkeniers had only a few 
months experience in respectively the regional Flemish parliament and the federal House 
when they were selected as party leader. Th e exception is presented by Gerolf Annemans, 
who was the party leader of VB between 2012 (aft er a heavy electoral defeat at the local 
elections) and 2014 (suff ering a new electoral defeat at the national, regional and European 
elections). He had to act as a sort of crisis manager in between these two electoral defeats: 
he had to guarantee the continuity in the party and pave the way for a new generation of 
young politicians. Th erefore, it was important to have an experienced person at the party’s 
helm. When entering party leadership in 2012, Annemans already had had a long unin-
terrupted parliamentary career of more than 20 years. 

Annemans is clearly the exception to the rule in VB where rather inexperienced leaders 
seem to be preferred. Th e limited number of parliamentary seats of VB (compared to more 
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established parties) is certainly an explanation: the pool of MPs to recruit a leader from is 
smaller, and a logical consequence is that it is therefore interesting to look beyond this pool 
when selecting the party leader (or to take also novice parliamentarians into account). An-
other explanation could be that a new and fresh face not involved in day-to-day (parliamen-
tary) politics is attractive for a populist party such as VB. By not being part of the mistrust-
ed political and parliamentary elite, the party and its leader stress their anti-elitist stances. 

In terms of age, VB had two party leaders that are younger than the average party lead-
er in Belgium, which is 46.5 years old (Pilet & Wauters, 2014). Th ese are Frank Van Hecke, 
who was 37 years old when starting as party leader and Tom Van Grieken who, at 28 years, 
was the youngest party leader ever in Belgium. But at the same time, the three other VB 
party leaders were much older than average: Karel Dillen and Bruno Valkeniers were 53 
years old, while Gerolf Annemans was 54 years old. So, in terms of age, it is not easy to 
draw general conclusions apart from the observation that the picture is mixed.

When taking into account what happens in career terms once a party leader gains of-
fi ce, we can conclude that this mostly constitutes the start of long political career in par-
liament. Karel Dillen gained a  seat in the House of Representatives one year aft er the 
foundation of the party (1978). Although he switched to the Senate (in 1987) and to the 
European Parliament (in 1989), he stayed uninterruptedly in a  parliament until 2003, 
which is more than 25 years in total. Th e same goes for Frank Van Hecke, who only had 
2 years of parliamentary experience when becoming party leader: he also built up an un-
interrupted parliamentary career of 20 years (mainly in the European parliament, apart 
from a  short period of 1 year in the Senate). Th e inexperienced Bruno Valkeniers also 
enjoyed a career of 7 years in the House, which came to an end due to the electoral defeat 
of the party at the 2014 elections. For the current party leader, Tom Van Grieken, it is still 
too early to judge the development of his career. 

Taken together, the general pattern in VB is that party leadership leads to a political ca-
reer, rather than that someone with an already successful parliamentary career is awarded 
with the post of party leader. We also observe in all the cases that a parliamentary career 
does not immediately come to an end when resigning as party leader. For instance, Karel 
Dillen and Frank Van Hecke were re-elected to the European parliament when they were 
no longer party leader.

PVDA-PTB
As PVDA-PTB obtained its fi rst parliamentary seats ever only in 2014, it does not make 
much sense to discuss the parliamentary experience of both party leaders. Evidently, party 
leaders have had no experience in parliament. Th is is a logical consequence of not having 
any seats, rather than the result of a deliberate choice based on populist considerations. It 
is, however, striking that the two PVDA-PTB party leaders were much younger than the 
average of 46.5 years when they entered offi  ce. Ludo Martens was 33 years old, and Peter 
Mertens 38 years. Th is launch of new, unspoiled and young fi gures could be seen as an 
eff ort to strengthen the link with the people and to make a clear distinction with the ex-
isting political elite. However, especially for age, this can have only a temporary eff ect, as 
young party leaders (like all human beings) tend to grow old. Ludo Martens was 62 years 
old when he resigned as party leader, being a rather old party leader on average.
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Neither Ludo Martens nor Peter Mertens succeeded in winning a parliamentary seat 
until now. As indicated before, PVDA-PTB only had 2 parliamentary seats in the House 
in its history and due to the higher popularity of the party on the francophone side of the 
country, they all went to French-speaking politicians, although both party leaders are 
Dutch-speaking (Flemish). So, the fact that party leaders did not yet enter parliament is 
due to the uneven geographical spread of the party’s popularity rather than to a choice out 
of populist concerns.

All in all, few populist motives can be observed behind the profi les of the party leaders 
of VB and PVDA-PTB. Th e only element that points in the populist direction is that both 
parties have had party leaders that clearly diff er from the average party leader in terms of 
experience and age, stressing their diff erence with established political elites. Whereas VB 
has mainly selected inexperienced (rather than young) party leaders, PVDA-PTB’s leaders 
were also much younger than average. Th is fi ts into the idea to distance themselves from 
the existing elites of all other parties. At the same time, however, it might also be a choice 
out of necessity: in parties with fewer parliamentary seats than average, it is not so incom-
prehensible to look beyond the small pool of experienced MPs when selecting a leader. 

Electoral performances of party leaders
We now analyze the electoral performances of the party leaders and their centrality in the 
election campaign. In particular, we take four variables into account: whether or not the 
party leader was a candidate for the most important national elections, i.e. for the House 
of Representatives; how the party leader scored in terms of preference votes; whether or 
not he was elected; and what role he played in the election campaign (on television).

VB
Rather remarkably, out of a total number of 11 elections since VB’s origin, in only 6 of 
them was the party leader a candidate for the House. On the other occasions, the party 
leader was a candidate for the European Parliament (Annemans in 2014) or for the Senate 
(Dillen in 1987) whose elections were held on the same day, but both assemblies are gener-
ally considered to be of secondary importance (Marsh, 1998; Reif & Schmitt, 1980). It also 
happened that the party leader was not a candidate at all because he had already a seat in 
another parliament (Dillen was no candidate for the House in 1991 and 1995 since he was 
already an MEP).

When the party leader was a candidate in elections, his score in terms of preference 
votes was not extraordinary in comparison with fellow partisans. We should explain 
fi rst that in Belgium, a voter has the choice between either casting a vote for the party as 
a whole (list vote) or one or more votes for individual candidates (preference votes). Th e 
share of voters that cast a preference vote is generally considered to be a good indicator for 
the personalization of voting behavior (Wauters, Th ijssen, Van Aelst, & Pilet, 2018). Evo-
lutions in this percentage are driven by two types of personalization: centralized (accord-
ing to which the party leader becomes more important) and decentralized (which states 
that candidates in general become more important) (Balmas, Rahat, Sheafer, & Shenhav, 
2014). Figure 1 shows the evolution over time in the use of preference voting. For all par-
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ties together, we see an upward trend until 2003, followed by a downward trend caused 
by centralized personalization (which implies an increase in preference voting when the 
party leader is present on the list, but an increase in list votes when the party leader is not 
a candidate in a particular electoral district). What is of interest here is the use of prefer-
ence votes by VB voters. Figure 1 clearly shows that the VB percentage has always been 
much lower than the general average for all parties. We see that the trend lines of both 
percentages follow the same trends, although in recent years the gap between VB and the 
general average has become smaller. Whereas at the end of the 1970s, this gap was about 
20 percent points, in the last national elections it was still only about 8 percent points.

 
Figure 1. Percentage of voters that cast a preference vote, for all parties and for VB (House of Representa-
tives, 1978–2019) 

Source: own data and series in journal Res Publica on the use of preference voting, e.g. Wauters and 
Weekers (2008)

We can nevertheless conclude that VB in comparison to other parties is not a very per-
sonalized party when it comes to preference voting. Th is also becomes apparent when we 
analyze the number of preference votes a VB party leader is able to attract. It is not so easy 
to compare numbers of preference votes in Belgium, as the electoral districts are not equal 
in size. Th erefore, rather than looking at the absolute number of preference votes, for the 
most part the percentage of preference votes divided by the total amount of votes for the 
party is taken as an indicator (the so-called degree of personalization). It has happened 
several times that the VB party leader was not the highest scoring candidate for his party. 
In 2010, for instance, party leader Bruno Valkeniers (who was only on the 3rd list position 
in the Antwerp district) obtained 8.1% of the party votes while the head of the list for VB 
in Antwerp Gerolf Annemans attracted 31.8% of the party votes. Also in 1999, Frank Van 
Hecke (32.3% in the district of Bruges) did worse than Annemans (36.1% in Antwerp). 
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Nevertheless, every time a VB party leader was a candidate for the House (7 times), he 
was elected, except for Frank Van Hecke in 1999 (who was not elected to the House but 
obtained a seat for the European parliament which was elected on the same day).

In order to evaluate the party leader’s role in the electoral campaign, we identifi ed the 
person who participated for his party in the fi nal television debate at the end of the elec-
toral campaign (Wauters et al., 2018). We restricted our analysis to the public television 
chain for the national elections of 2003, 2007, 2010 and 2014 in Flanders.2 It turns out that 
in only 6 out of 23 cases — taking into account all of the parties that participated in the de-
bates — the electoral leader was not the party chairman. Most of these deviant cases apply 
to governing parties, as it was the leader of the government (national or regional prime 
minister) who participated instead. Yet also for VB it happened twice (in 2007 and 2010) 
that not the party chairman, but the leader of the (Flemish) parliamentary party, Filip 
Dewinter, participated to this debate. Th is is rather remarkable for an opposition party 
and particularly undermines the idea of one, single charismatic leader. 

 

PVDA-PTB
Analyzing the same indicators for PVDA-PTB, one comes to a similar conclusion. Also 
here, the party leader did not always fi gure on the candidate lists for the House: only in 
7 out of 11 elections was the party leader a candidate. Especially, Ludo Martens was no 
longer a candidate once he was in the party leadership offi  ce for some time: he was not 
a candidate for the House in 1995, 1999, 2003 and 2007. 

Also in terms of electoral performance, PVDA-PTB party leaders did not outperform 
other candidates of the party. Here again, Ludo Martens’ electoral scores were modest, 
literally attracting only a few dozens of votes in the Brussels district in the 1980s. Th e new 
party leader, Peter Mertens, has been present on the ballot on all recent occasions since 
he came to power and has also been more successful. In 2010, he was head of list in the 
district of Antwerp and attracted 17.9% of the party votes, and in 2014 he attracted, from 
the same position, 26,010 preference votes (or 50.4% of party votes). In 2019, he further in-
creased his score by obtaining 46,802 preference votes, which was 74.5% of the party votes 
in his district, and fi nally got elected. Th ese scores are in sharp contrast with the modest 
scores of Ludo Martens. Peter Mertens also performs much better than most other (even 
elected) candidates from the party. He was only trumped in relative terms by his co-parti-
san and the party’s fi gurehead in the Walloon Region, Raoul Hedebouw, who achieved in 
his own electoral district 83.3% of party votes in the 2019 elections. Despite this increasing 
concentration of preference votes for Mertens at the last elections, he only succeeded in 
being elected in 2019 (becoming the fi rst PVDA-PTB party leader elected in parliament). 

As for the centrality of the party leader in the electoral campaign, we can be short, as 
PVDA-PTB has up to now never been invited for the fi nal television debate by the pub-
lic broadcaster in Flanders. Th is does not mean that the most recent party leader Peter 
Mertens did not play a central role in the party’s recent electoral campaigns. For instance 

2 Only at the 2007 elections, there was no general fi nal debate on the public television in Flanders. 
Alternatively, we take (only for these elections) the general debate which was broadcast by commercial 
television. For other election years, fi nal debate was not always held by the commercial broadcaster, which 
renders them not suitable for an analysis over time. 
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in 2014, a personalized campaign entitled ‘vote Peter Mertens into parliament’ was set up 
in Antwerp, one of the largest electoral districts of the country. At the same time, however, 
the same slogan was used in other electoral districts with the names of other heads of list 
in that district.

Conclusions
In this article, we have analyzed to what extent the two Belgian populist parties (VB and 
PVDA-PTB) apply their populist ideas to their own party organization, and to the posi-
tion of the party leader in particular. If populist parties would indeed mirror their pop-
ulist ideas, we should expect to have the party leader directly elected by the rank and fi le 
members, with (formal) powers and authority concentrated in his/her offi  ce, unhindered 
by checks and balances imposed by intermediary actors, and playing a dominant role in 
the party’s electoral campaign strategies and electoral successes. 

Our analysis reveals that only a few of these features can be found for party leaders in 
VB and PVDA-PTB. Indeed, these party leaders have few institutional counterbalancing 
powers within the party, and this to a larger extent than in most other parties. In VB, the 
party statutory rules grant the leader much greater formal powers than in other parties, 
while the PVDA-PTB remains vague in its statutory rules leaving much opportunity for 
the party leader to fi ll in his own powers to the maximum. Another aspect in line with 
strong leadership advocated by populists, is the duration of the mandate of party leader. 
For PVDA-PTB and for VB (until recently), the party leader stays much longer in offi  ce 
than average, with both parties having leaders who have served for about 20 years. Final-
ly, the profi le of young and/or inexperienced party leaders in both parties corresponds 
to the populist idea of distinguishing themselves from the existing (parliamentary) elite, 
although age and experience are only temporary features of party leaders.

Th ere are also, however, clear counter-indications. For one, both VB and PVDA-PTB 
leaders in reality have to share power with other highly infl uential persons within the 
party. Additional counter-indications are most prominent for the selection process. Ac-
cording to populist ideas, we would expect a plebiscitary model of intra-party democracy 
with a direct link between the grassroots and the party leader without much inference 
from intermediary party actors. In fact, we fi nd an opposite pattern: whereas all other 
Belgian parties select their party leader by elections in which all members can vote, both 
VB and PVDA-PTB use an assembly-based model of intra-party democracy in which 
delegates of party sections can decide (either in the party council or the national council). 
Th e involvement of an intermediate level between leader and followers, characteristic for 
representative democracy, is oft en criticized by populists, but is nevertheless applied in 
their own internal functioning. 

A second aspect where practice does not correspond to our expectations is the role of 
the party leader in elections. In both parties, the leader has never been the party’s (sole) 
spearhead in the election campaign nor has the party leader attracted the lion’s share of 
preference votes for his party. On the contrary, it happened regularly that party leaders of 
VB and PVDA-PTB were not a candidate for (the most important) elections (those of the 
House), and even when they were, they oft en were trumped by fellow partisans in their 
electoral score. 
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All in all, Belgian populist parties only mirror their populist ideals to a limited extent 
in the position and role of the party leader. Although we fi nd some traces of these ideals 
(in the profi les of the party leaders, the duration of their mandate and their formal pow-
ers) that distinguish these parties from others, there are other aspects in which these pop-
ulist parties are similar to other parties (informal power distribution, and role of leaders 
in elections) or even adopt a less ‘populist’ practice (leadership selection).

When considering evolution over time, there are indications in contradictory direc-
tions. In the early years of these parties, there was a strong and uncontested leader not se-
lected by (and not accountable to) intermediary actors and with more discretionary power 
at his disposal than now, while in recent years populist party leaders start to play a more 
central role in the election campaign. Th e latter phenomenon might be due to general 
processes such as personalization rather than to specifi c populist beliefs, as this can also 
be found in other parties. In sum, the role of leaders in a party organization is infl uenced 
by several factors (including path-dependency and contagion eff ects from other parties), 
and not only by party ideology.

Although providing and testing additional explanations for these fi ndings are beyond 
the scope of this article, one can nonetheless speculate on some tentative explanations 
based on the nature of populism. For one, perhaps VB and PVDA-PTB want to be dif-
ferent from the established parties in Belgium, who all select their party leaders directly 
in a member vote. As this direct member vote is a typical feature of Belgian parties, the 
reaction of populist parties in Belgium (i.e. not electing their party leader directly) could 
be a way for them to stress that they are not a typical party. Th is might also explain why 
the Belgian case is diff erent from populist parties in other countries. 

Another, and an arguably more convincing argument could also be that populism is 
simply too thin of an ideology to provide compelling instructions for how to organize 
a party. Regardless of populist tendencies within the party, it would then be the fuller 
ideology that provides guidelines for how to organize the party. Th is is particularly visi-
ble in the case of PVDA-PTB, which was founded as a communist-Marxist party before 
the rise of modern populism. Consequently, their organization based on various sections 
within the party is typical of a communist party, which overrules the organizational ideas 
of populism. One could make a similar argument about VB, which is primarily a radical 
right nationalist party. Th is could, lead us to speculate about the nature of populism as 
a political family. Our fi ndings would suggest that, if one assumes that ideological fam-
ilies provide important organizational guidelines, populist parties do not, in fact, form 
a political family. Future research might delve deeper into this fundamental question and 
ask (again) whether populism is an ideology at all, or “merely” a political style.
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